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had been faked to draw a real customer in, If he tried to arrest her, 
she'd knock him ourand escape. A manhunt in Baton Rouge would 
hardly be her biggest problem, and she knew he couldn't see her face 
well—he hadn't reacted to the damage. 

“Opioids — opium or heroin or morphine” 

There was a pause as he peered into the darkness under her 
hood, She didn’t think he was successful in seeing much. 

“Well —that's an exotic list. Opium? Hub, [have no idea where 
you could get that around here’ 

“Heroin will do just as well. I'd prefer the powdered form, if 
possible. I don't suppose it’ likely you'd have anything uncur?” It 
was all but impossible that he would have pure heroin, Whatever he 
had would have been modified two or three times before it reached 
his hands, Not that he would tell her the truth. Purification was a bit 
of pain, but she'd make the time. 

He laughed once, and she guessed her shopping style was proba- 
bly not the norm, 

“T've got some upscale stuff. [e's not cheap, though.” 

“You get what you pay for,” Alex said, "I’m not locking for a 
deal.” 

“Two hundred a gram, Pure white powder.” 

Sure its, he thought to herself. But corrupted heroin was better 
than no heroin, “Three grams, please.” 

He paused. ‘Though it was too dark to really read his expression, 
she could tell what he wanted from the way he cocked his head to 
the side. She pulled the cash from her pocket and counted out 
twelve bills. She wondered for a second if he would try to steal the 
rest from her But he seemed to be a businessman. He'd want an 
apparently affluent customer like her to become a regular client. 

He took the money she offered, looked it over quickly, then 
stowed itin the back pocket of his cargo shorts, She tensed when he 
crouched down, but he was just pulling a backpack out from behind 
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a pile of garbage bags dumped against the wall, He didn't have to 
search for what he wanted. He was standing again a second later, 
holding out three small plastic bags. In the dark she couldn't be 
positive about the color, butt looked close to white. She held out her 
hand and he laid the bags on her palm, 

“Thank you,” she said, 

“My pleasure, malam,” He did a funny little nod, almost « bow. 

‘Alex hurried back to the Humvee, glad that it was hard to make 
out from this angle, The dealer would see a large, dark-colored vehi- 
dle, and not much more than that, 

Einstein whined quietly as she climbed into the passenger seat. 

“Let's go,” she said. 

Daniel started the engine, 

“Turn left down that side street so that guy won't get @ good look: 
atthe Humvee.” 

“What just happened?” Daniel whispered as he followed her 
instructions, Even in a whisper, the tension was easy to hear. No 
wonder the dog was anxiou 

“Just picking up some ingred 

“Ingredients?” 

“Lwas out of opioids.” 

Asthey moved out onto a wider road, Alex could feel his tension 
ceasing, probably due to her nonchalance. 

“Was that a drug deal, then?” 

“Yes. Remember what I said about bathtub chemistry? Getting 
my raw materials isa little more complicated than it used to be. I 
didn’t want to pass up the opportunity.” 

Tt was quiet for a moment, 

“Thope that was the right move,” she muttered. 

*You think he'll tell someone about us?” 

She blinked for a second, “What? Oh, no. I'm not worried about 
the dealer. I was just thinking about sending that e-mail.” 

“The e-mail was Kevin's call,” Daniel responded. 


ents I needed.” 
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She nodded. “And he has a better batting average than Ido.” 

“No, I just meant that if it goes south, it was his call.” 

She laughed once, Itwas a heavy sound, 

You dont lke it?” 

“T don't know. I want to finish this... but I'm tired, Daniel. I also 
‘want to run away and hide.” 

“That doesn't sound so bad,” he agreed. “Oh, um, if I was 
invited?” 

She glanced at him, surprised, “OE course.” 

“Good.” 

‘There it was again, that automatic of course. That erazy assump- 
tion that he would be present for whatever future she was allowed. 

She didn't know if it was the wearying strain or something more, 
bur an annoying fecling of presentiment haunted her for the rest of 
the night. Maybe it was just the jitters from finally getting her hands 
‘on some coffee forthe frst time in two days. 

‘She was almost shocked when, seven hours later and with the 
sun already well above the horizon, they reached the secluded cabin 
without incident. 

Daniel had taken them down only two wrong turns— 
impressive, considering he hadn't been to the cabin since he was ten 
years old—and all the roads they'd traveled after sunrise were 
‘empty. That meant no one could report seeing an armored vehicle in 
the vicinity. 

She parked the Humvee behind the detached garage for the 
present. Daniel kicked a few rocks around the base of the stars until 
he found the plastic one. He removed the concealed key and then 
‘walked up the porch steps with Einstein at his heels, 

Alex stood in front of the log cabin —it was a red cedar A-frame, 
charming despite some evidence that it had been built in the 
seventies —so tired she couldn't move those last few steps. Though 
the night had been blessedly uneventful, it had still been a long time 
con the road. She'd traded seats with Daniel outside Baton Rouge 
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and then been too wired by the sense of apprehension that had trou- 
bled her since sending the e-mail to relinquish control again. Daniel 
had napped off and on, and he seemed almost chipper now. He 
passed her to go retrieve Lola from the back of the Humvee, 

“You look like you might need to he carried, too)" he commented 
ashe passed her again, this time with the dog. He set Lola beside the 
door and then came back for Alex. 

“Give me a second,” she mumbled. “Brain sleeping,” 

“Just a few more steps,” he encouraged. He put an arm around 
her waist and pulled her gently forward. 

(Once she started moving, it was easier. Momentum got her up 
the stairs and through the front door. She only partially took in a 
high wall of triangular windows looking out over a swampy forest, 
aged but comfortable-looking couches, an old-fashioned wood- 
burning stove, and a short open stairway as he steered her past it all 
and down a compact hallway, 

“The master is over here... think—Key and I always got the 
loft. ll unload and get the dogs settled, then T'l crash, too.” 

She nodded as he showed her into a dim room with a large iron 
bedstead. That was all she noticed before her head hit the pillow. 

“Poor darling,” she heard Daniel chuckle as she sank into the 
dark. 


SHE CAME BACK to consciousness slowly, drifting up through 
layers of dreamy nonteality. She was comfortable and calm;nothing 
had startled her awake, and even before she was fully lucid she was 
aware of Daniel’s body warm beside her. A low, close thrumming 
caught her attention, but before the sound could frighten her, she 
felt the breeze of the oscillating fan move gently down the length of 
her body: She opened her eyes. 

It was still dim, but che light was « different color than it had 
been when she'd collapsed. It leaked in around the lined floral 
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curtains that covered the big window on the opposite wall, Early 
evening, not as hot as before. She must have been sweating earlier, 
but it was dried now, a film that felt stiff against the skin of her face. 

‘The room was made of long red logs, just like the outside, More 
light came from behind her. She rolled aver and saw the skylight 
above the open vanity. Her backpack, her gas mask, and the first-aid 
kit were by the sink, 

Daniel might not bea natural fugitive, but he was more thought- 
ful than anyone else she'd ever known, 

She tiptoed out to the hall and did some quick surveillance. The 
rest of the cabin was small, just « kitchen with an attached nook for 
a dining room, the living room with all the windows, the open loft 
above it, and asmall second bedroom with a hall bath. She used that 
bath to take a quick, much-needed shower. There were shampoo 
and conditioner in the little blue shower-tub combo, but no soap, so 
she used the shampoo as body wash. She was glad the soap was 
missing, just like she was glad the refrigerator was empty and that 
there was a fine layer of dust on all the counters, No one had been in 
these rooms fora while, 

After she quickly applied new bandages to her face and examined 
her hands, which loaked much better than she'd thought they would, 
she peeked through the long windows beside the front door to check 
con the dogs. They were snoozing contentedly on the porch. She was 
getting used to the comfort of having an early alarm system. 

She was alittle hungry but felt too lazy to do anything about it 
tight away. She remembered how it felt yesterday to wake up alone, 
and she didn't want Daniel to experience the same panic. She wasn't 
really sleepy anymore, but she was tired, and the bed still looked 
pretty good. Itwas probably avoidance. As long as she kept her eyes 
closed and her head on the pillow, she didn’t have to start planning 
what needed to happen next. 

She returned to her earlier position, curled up against Daniel's 
chest, and let herself relax, There wasn't anything that she had to do 
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immediately, Twenty minutes of unthinking rest wasn't so much to 
ask, Or even an hour. She'd gotten them here alive; she’d earned it. 

‘Unfortunately, not thinking was easier said than done. She found 
herself dwelling on the promise she'd made to Daniel—that she 
wouldn't leaye him behind. On the one hand, she knew she would 
never be satisfied with any long-distance arrangement for his safety, 
Eveniif'she could stockpile a year’s worth of food, even ifshe could be 
positive that the owners wouldn't come back, even if she could arm 
this place to vaporize any intruder, and even if she could lock Daniel 
inside like a prisoner so he couldn't wander off and find trouble, she 
would not be satisfied, Because what if? The hunters had found him 
before, and she'd left a trail, albeit a faint one, to this place. She could 
take him north to her rental, but the department had contacted her 
while she was living there, She didn’t think they knew her address, but 
what if? As long as Daniel stayed near her, she could do what was 
necessary to protect him, things he wouldnt think of himself. She 
could see the traps he wouldn't see. 

On the other hand, was that just her own wants talking? She 
wanted to be with Daniel. Was her mind coming up with proofs for 
that necessity? Was her logic flawed —twisting to accommodate her 
personal wishes? How could she be sure? When she'd told him 
before that it wasn't a good idea to have her liability close beside her 
while she went on the attack, she knew that was sound logic. Of 
course, if they got to him while she was far away, that distance 
wouldn't remove the hold they'd have on her. 

She sighed. How could she see clearly? Her emotions had tan- 
gled this whole situation into a knot of Gordian complexity. 

Still unconscious, Daniel shifted to wrap his arm around her. 
She knew what he would say about her dilemma, and she also knew 
that his perspective would not help her to see more clearly. 

He sighed, starting to stir. His fingers traced down the length of 
her spine, then slowly back up. They played with the wet fringes of 
hair on the back of her neck. 
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He stretched with a groan, and then his hands were back in her 
hair. 

“You've been up,” he murmured. 

His eyes opened slowly, blinking as they worked to focus. In the 
dusky room, they were dark gray. 

“Tt didn't stick,” she answered. 

He laughed as his eyes slid shut again. He tucked her more 
tightly into his chest. “Good. What time is it2” 

“Around four, I think.” 

“Anything to worry about?” 

“No, Not for right now, at least.” 

“Tha’s nice” 

“Yeah, it realy i.” 

“Thisisnice,’ he said, 

His hand traced back up her spine again, then trailed over her 
right shoulder, traced lightly across her collarbone, and finally 
curved around the good side of her face. He tilted it up until their 
noses touched. 

"Yes, this, too,” Alex agreed, 

“More than nice,” he murmured, and she would have agreed, but 
he was kissing her, His hand on her face was soft, his lips soft, but 
the arm around her waist strained her tight against his chest. She 
‘wrapped her arms around his neck and held herself closer still. 

Ie-wasn't like the car, where the pulse of the hunt had been loud 
in their ears, when they were still shocked and panicking. There was 
no horror, Just the rhythm of her heart and his, speeding without 
fear. 

She supposed it was inevitable, the way they'd been carrying on, 
that given a quiet place far away, for the moment, from any danger, 
“with just the wo of them together and no interruptions, there would 
benothing to keep them apart any longer. 

The strange thing, then, was how it didn't feel at all inevitable. 
Somehow, it was the biggest surprise of her life. It was all a jumble of 
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‘opposites tumbling together in a way that left her helpless to analyze 
any of them. Comfortable, familiar....but also electric and new. 
Gentle at the same time it was extreme, both soothing and over- 
whelming, It was like every nerve ending in her body was lit up with 
dozens of conflicting stimuli simultaneously. 

All she was really sure of was the Danielness of him, that core of 
something pure, something better than anything she'd known 
before, He belonged to a more excellent world than the one where 
she resided, and while they were part of each other, she felt like she 
was allowed to be there with him. 

She knew her past experience with relationships was quite lim- 
ited by most people's standards, so she didn't have much to compare 
this to, She'd always thought of sex as a single event that had a 
defined end, an effort at physical gratification that sometimes satis- 
fied and sometimes did not. 

This experience didn't fit into the same category on any level, I 
\was less an event and more-an ongoing exploration of each other, a 
satisfaction of curiosity, a fascination over each little detail discov- 
cred, It wasn't about gratification, but there was no need that wasn't 
met, whether it was physical or something less definable. 

She searched for the right word as they lay kissing quietly, 
patiently now, with the light turning red around the edges of the 
curtain, She wast't sure what to label this emotion that filled her so 
entirely that she thought it might stretch her skin. [twas a little like 
that bubbly feeling that had left her smiling at the thought of him 
but multiplied by thousands, millions, and then fired in a crucible 
until every impurity, every lesser sensation, was burned out, leaving 
only this behind, She didn't have a name for it. The closest she could 
think of was joy. 

“Llove you,” he whispered against her lips. “Love you.” 

Maybe that was the word, She'd just never thought its definition 
could beso... huge. 

“Daniel,” she murmured. 
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“You don’t have to say anything back. I just needed to say that 

cout loud. I might have exploded had I tried to keep it in, Iwill prob- 

ably have to say it again soon. You are forewarned,” He laughed. 

She smiled. “I never want to go back to having nothing to lose, 
T'm glad I have you as my liability, I'm grateful, I'd have you as 
anything? 

She lnid her head against his chest and listened to his breath mov- 
ing in and ont. For so long now, breathing had been her priority, If she 
could have spoken to the woman she was even just'a month ago, she 
knew that woman would have been terrified of expanding that prior- 
ity to include another set of lungs. That woman would have run away 
from needing anything more than her own life. But what she would 
have missed! Alex couldn't even remember what she'd been holding 
onto back then. Thit was the kind of life worth fighting to keep. 

“I think I was probably twelve, maybe thirteen, when I sort of 
gave up on living an extraordinary life,” he mused thoughtfully, run- 
ning his fingers in aimless patterns through her hair, “That's proba- 
bly about the age that everyone starts to grow up and leave fantasy 
behind, You realize you're never going to discover that you're actu- 
ally an alien, adopted by those prosaic human parents, with amazing 
superpowers that will save the world.” He chuckled. “I'mean, you 
Jmnow that euch earlier, butyou can't quite let go, not for years. And 
then the world beats you down a little, and some of the color goes 
out of life, and you settle for reality... think I did a decent job of it, 
found plenty of happiness in the drab, everyday world. But I want 
you to know—this time with you has been extraordinary, There has 
been terror, yes, but alongwith it, there’ been « kind of joy I didn't 
know existed. And it’s because you are extraordinary, I'm so glad 
you found me. My life was destined to change drastically, it seems, in 
‘one way or another: I'm just so grateful that i got to be with you.” 

Her throat was tight, and she marveled as she blinked furiously 
to keep the moisture in her eyes from pooling, She'd cried in grief, 
in pain, in loneliness, and even in fear, but this was the first time in 
her life she'd had tears of joy in her eyes. It seemed a strange 
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response, something she'd never truly taken at face value when she'd 
read about it, This was the first time she'd understood that joy could 
be even more severe than p: 

She would happily have never left the bed, but eventually they 
had to eat, Daniel didn't complain, but she could tell he would be 
pleased when he had access to real food again. It was strange, as they 
sat at the little table in the alcove eating jerky, peanuts, and choco- 
late chip cookies, laughing and scratching the dogs’ ears—of course 
they'd caved quickly and brought Einstein and Lola inside; if you 
\vere going to break and enter, you might as well do it in style—to 
think thar they didn’t have to get back into the Batmobile and drive 
tensely through the night again. They had a dozen empty hours 
ahead of them, open to fill in any way they wanted. She had a fairly 
good idea of what they would probably choose to do, but the point 
\was the freedom. It felt 00 good to be true. 

So, naturally, Kevin had to call. 

“Hey, Danny, you guys good?" she heard him say. His voice was, 
as always, penetrating. 

“Tm excellent,” Daniel said. Alex shook her head at him. No 
need to elaborate. 

“Uh, great, You got to the McKiinleys, I presume.” 

*Yeah, The place hasnt changed.” 

“Good. That means it still belongs to them. Did you get enough 
rest?” 

“Br, yes, Thanks for inquiring.” 

Alex sighed, knowing Kevin would never ask just to be polite. 
“Too good to be true, indeed. She held out her hand at the same time 
that she heard Kevin say, “Let me talk to Oleander.” 

Daniel looked confused, clearly not following, but he handed her 
the phone. 

“Let me guess,” Alex said. “You need us to join you as soon as 
possible” 

“Yes” 

‘The comers of Daniel’ lips turned down. 
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“Whar did Deavers do?” Alex asked. 

*Nothing....and I don't like it. Because of course he's doing 
something, but he's being more cautious now. He's not letting me 
see anything, because he guesses that I'm watching, He must be 
making calls from other people’ offices so I can'thear. What did the 
e-mail say?” 

She recited it to him word perfect; she'd known he would want 
the details, so she'd memorized it. 

“Not bad, Ollie, not bad. Maybe a little smart for me, but that's 
okay.” 

“So what are you thinking?” 

“want to strike within the week, which means you need to get 
here and get set to move at the same time.” 

She sighed heavily. “Agreed.” 

“Is the Suburban still here?” 

“Um, haven't checked yet.” 

“Why not?” he demanded. 

“Tslept in.” 

“You need to toughen up, sweetheart. The beauty sleep can wait 
fora few weeks” 

“Pd like to be in top form for this” 

“Yeah, yeah. When can you move?” 

“Where are we going exactly2” 

“Tve gota place for us to crash. Do you have something to write 
with?” 

He gave her an address, [twas in apart of DC she wasn’t familiar 
with, She thought the area he was sending them to was in a rather 
posh part of town, but that dide’t ft with her idea of a bolthole, She 
‘must be picturing the wrong neighborhood, She'd been out of the 
city for a while, 

“Okay, let me get our stuff together. We'll leave as soon as we 
can...if'we have another car option available.” 

“You'll need to stop outside Atlanta sometime after nine am. 1 
found a place for Lola” 
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“What did you tell chem? About the bullethole in her eg, I mean?" 

“You were in a carjacking, Both you and the dog were injured. 
You're heading to Atlanta to stay with your mother for a while, but 
she's allergic. Youle very traumatized, and they shouldn't ask about 
it, Your nameis Andy Wells, and they know you'll pay cash. I'm your 
concerned brother in this scenario, by the way” 

“Nice?” 

“Of course. Now go check the garage and call me back.” 

“Wileo, sir,” she said sarcastically. 

He bung up on her, 

“Are we really going to steal the MeKinleys’ car?” Daniel asked. 

“If were hacky, yes.” 

Hesighed. 

“Look, we'll leave the Humvee in the garage, Its got to be worth 
four or five Suburbans at least. If we aren't able to bring their car 
back, they won't take a loss, right?” 

“Tsuppose. Kevin won’ like his favorite plaything being offered 
as-collateral.” 

“That part's just the gravy.” 

‘The house key ft the garage door, Daniel promised that inside 
and just to the right of the door, next to the light switch, there would 
be alittle hook with two sets of car keys hanging from it. He flipped 
the switch. 

‘Alex gasped. “I've died and gone to heaven.” 

“Huu, they got a new car” Daniel said, less excited. “I suess the 
‘old Suburban must have finally quit.” 

‘Alex moved around the vehicle, stroking its side with her finger- 
tips. “Look at this, Daniel! Have you ever seen anything more 
beautiful?” 

“Um, yes? Its just a silver SUY, Alex. It looks exactly like every 
third caron the road.” 

“T know! Isn't that fantastic? And look at thist” She towed him 
around the car and pointed to little chrome plaque by the taillight. 

He stared at her, totally confused. “Its hybrid? So?” 
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“Tes a hybrid!” she half sang, throwing her arms around him, 
“This like Christmas!” 

“Thad no idea you were so green.” 

“Pssh, You know how many times we're going to have to stop for 
gas in this thing? Twice! Maybe three times, max, all the way to DC. 
‘And look — just /ook at those gorgeous plates!” She pointed with both 
hands, part of her noting that she must look like & game-show hostess 

“Yes, they're Virginia plates. The MeKinleys live in Alexandria 
most of the year, Alex, That's not a huge surprise,” 

“This car is going to be invisiblein DC! It’ likea stealth bomber. 
If anyone manages to follow the trail we left in the Texan Batmobile, 
they'll hita dead end now, This is a heautiful ching, Daniel, and I 
don't think you're fully appreciating what amazing luck this is” 

“I don't like stealing from friends,” he grumbled, 

“The MeKinleys are nice people?” 

“Very nice. They were lovely to my family.” 

“So they probably wouldn't want you to die, right?” 

He gave her a dark look, “No, probably not,” 

“I'm sure, if they knew the whole story, they would sunt you to 
borrow this car” 

“Borrow implies we're bringing it back.” 

“Which of course we will. Unless we're dead. Do you think any- 
thing but death could keep Kevin from retrieving his favorite ride?” 

Daniel was abruptly much more serious. He folded his arms 
actoss his chest and turned to face the car rather than her. “Don't 
joke about that 

Alex was alittle confused by his mood shift, “I'm not actually 
joking,” she clarified. “I was trying to make you feel better about 
taking the car, We'll bring it back if we can, I promise.” 

“Just...don't talk about dying. Not like that, So...casually.” 

“Oh, Sorry. t's just, you know, laugh about it oF ery about it, 
that’s the only choice, I'd rather laugh while I can.” 

He looked down at her from the corner of his eye, his posture 
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still rigid for a moment. Then suddenly he softened, freeing one 
hand to place it on the side of her face, 

“Maybe we don't do what Kevin wants. Maybe we just stay here.” 

She put her hand over his. “We would if we could. They'd find 
useventually” 

He nodded, almost to himself. 

“Okay, then. Shall we start loading?” 

“Sure; let me call Kevin frst.” 

‘Daniel started shifting bags from the Humvee to the Toyota 
while Alex enthused about the car to Keyin. Kevin wasn't much 
more excited than Daniel, but he got it immediately 

“That's great, kid. Now hurry up. The clock is ticking” 

“We don't want to get to Atlanta before nine, so we don't need to 
leave here till, what, two a.m,2” 

“All right. So I'll expect you here around five p.m,” 

“Counting down the seconds,” she gushed facetiously. The 
car—or the afternoon with Daniel—had put her in an ebullient 
mood. 

“I'm glad you'll be driving all night,” Kevin said. “T think [like 
you better sleep-deprived,” With that, he hung up on her again, 

“I should probably walk Einstein,” Alex mused, “Redo Lola's 
bandages. Pack up the food, Then we should try to force ourselves 
to get a nap, We're flipping our sleeping routine again.” 

“L suppose I'm not allowed to walk the dog,” Daniel said. 

“Sorry, America’s Most Wanted. My sad little face is better than 
yours right now, beard or no bearel.” 

“It’s dark out—are you sure it’s safe for you to go alone?” 

“Lwon'tbe alone, I'l have a supernaturally intelligent attack dog 
and a SIG Sauer P220” 

He almost smiled. “Tough luck for the hungry gators.” 

She hid her frown. Alligators. She hadn't been thinking about 
things like that, Well, she'd stay away from the water. And hopefully 
Kevin had trained Einstein for more than just human attackers. 
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‘The walk wasn't long, just enough for Einstein to stretch his legs 
alittle, She couldn't stop thinking about giant reptiles. The road was 
black, but she didn’t want to use a flashlight. She saw no headlights 
or house lights, heard nothing but swampy noises. It was still hot 
enough to have the perspiration rolling down her temples, but she 
‘was glad she'd brought the hoodie—the mosquitoes were definitely 
active. 
‘When she returned, the Toyota was in front of the house and the 
Humvee invisible inside the garage. Daniel had taken care of every- 
thing but Lola's dressings. Alex did that, trying to make her work 
Jook professional. Hopefully the boarding place would believe a vet 
had tended her. She stroked Lola's ears sadly. It would be better for 
Lola to be somewhere people could take care of her, but Alex would 
miss her. She wondered what would happen to the dog if they 
weren't able to come back for her. Lola was beautiful, Someone 
would want her. Alex remembered imagining taking Lola home 
with her in some safe, unlikely furure. If only. 

Alex set the alarm clock by the bed for 1:15, but it was obvious 
that Daniel wasn't interested in stocking up on sleep. 

“We're going to regret this around eight aim.” she promised him 
as his lips trailed down her sternum. 

“Lwon't ever regtet this,” he insisted, 

‘He was probably right. Given the abbreviated timeline they were 
working with, it didn’t make sense to waste even a second she got to 
have with him, Happiness with a deadline, just like she'd thought 
before, Only the happiness was greater now. And the deadline was 
crueler, 
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lex did manage to get a litle bit of sleep, maybe thirty min- 

utes by the time the alarm sounded, Just enough that she 
was completely dragging as they set off. Daniel was more alert, so he 
took the first shift and she reclined the passenger seat as far back as 
itwould go, The seats were much more comfortable, the suspension 
smoother, and it was easier to doze, The dogs seemed happy in the 
back, as if they appreciated the new ride, too. 

She was herself again by the time they got to the dog-boarding 
facility north of Atlanta. It was after nine thirty; they were running 
alittle behind, thanks to some construction delays on 1-65. 

Daniel stayed with the car as she carried Lola into the front 
office. It was a casual place, homey, with lots of fenced acres lining 
the road in, The dogs that ran alongside the car as they passed 
looked happy and healthy. Of course, Lola wouldn't be running any- 
where fora while. 

The man behind the desk was all sympathy as Alex came in, He 
obviously had linked her to the reservation before she introduced 
herself as Ms. Wells. She followed patiently as he showed her the 
spacious kennel Lola would occupy and explained the visiting vers 
schedule, She thanked him and paid him for a month in advance, 
then gave Lola one last hug. As Kevin had promised, the man never 
commented on Lola's injury in a specific way, and he didn’t mention 
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‘Alex’s face, Twenty minutes later, she and Daniel were back on the 
road. Alex was glad it was her turn to drive, She needed something 
to concentrate on so she wouldn't think about leaving Lola behind, 

She thought Daniel would crash, but he was still bright-eyed and 
in a talkative mood. Or maybe he could see how she was trying to 
fight off the sadness and wanted to help. Knowing him, that was 
probably it. 

“You know almost everything about me from that stupid file,” he 
complained. “But there's so much I don't know about you.” 

“Tye actually told you most of it. When my life wasn't bizarre, it 
‘was pretty boring.” 

“Tell me something embarrassing about you in high school,” 

“Everything about me was embarrassing in high school, Iwas a 
huge nerd.” 

“Sounds sexy.” 

“Oh, really? My mother cut my hair at home and [had the most 
‘outrageous bangs the nineties had ever seen.” 

“Please tell me there's a picture.” 

“You wish. When my mother died, I burned all the incriminat- 
ing stuff.” 

“Who was your first boyfriend?” 

‘Alex laughed. “Roger Markowitz, He took me to senior prom. T 
had the most totally awesome puffy sleeves on my dress, Electric 
blue, naturally. Roger tried to stip me the tongue in the limo an the 
‘way to the ballroom, but he was so nervous that he threw up on me, 
I spent the whole dance in the ladies’ room trying to clean up. I 
broke up with him that night. One might describe it as-an epic 
romance.” 

“What a tearjerker!” 

“Tknow, Romeo and Juliet had nothing on us.” 

Daniel laughed. “Who was your first serious relationship?” 

“Serious? Wow. Hmm, I don’t know if anyone would qualify 
besides Bradley. First year of med school at Columbia,” 
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*You went to Columbia med?” he asked. 

“Las a very brainy nerd.” 

“Tm impressed. Back to Bradley.” 

“Do you want to hear something really and truly embarrassing?” 

“Very much.” 

“The teason I was fist attracted to him...” She paused. “Maybe 
shouldn't admit this.” 

“Its too late to turn back. You have to tell me now.” 

She took a deep breath, “Okay, fine, He looked like Egon. You 
know, fom Ghostbuster? Just exactly like that, bouffant hair, round 
glasses, everything.” 

Daniel worked to keep a straight face, “Irresistible.” 

*You have no idea. So hot.” 

“Hove long were you together?” 

“Through that first summer. Then I won a scholarship in my 
second year. We both applied, and he thought he was a shoo-in. He 
didn’t take it well when I, as he put it, cook it from him, He went in 
and demanded to see our scores. Something I noticed muktiple times 
throughout my wild and crazy romantic period: lots of guys don't 
like giels to be smarter than they are” 

That must have really limited your dating pool.” 

“Right down to zero” 

“Wel, rest assured, I've never had a problem with a woman who is 
smarter than me; I wouldn't want to limit rey pool by that much, 1 
think that kind of childishness usually goes away when men grow up.” 

“Tl have to take your word for it. Inever dated anyone outside of 
school. I didn’t get to explore the adult stage of the human male, 
Well, till now.” 

“Never?” he asked, shocked. 

“L was recruited while I was still in school, I told you what it was 
like after that.” 

“Bur. .. fou must have met people outside of work, You got vaca- 
tion time, didn't you?" 
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She smiled, “Not very often. And it was hard for me to talk to 
people outside of the lab, Everything was classified. I was classified. 
Tcouldn't be myself in any way or talk about any part of my real life 
«with a person on the outside. It was too hard being some imaginary 
character. I preferred isolation, It embarrassed me to try to play a 
role, Ironie, isnt it? Now [have a new name every other wel 

He put his hand on her knee. “I'm sorry, Itsounds horrible.” 

“Yeah. It frequently was. That's why I'm so backward when it 
comes to interpersonal relations. But on the plus side, I got to do 
some really cutting-edge work with monoclonal antibodies—I'm 
talking about sci-fi stuff here, the kind of thing people don't believe 
exists, And had essentially no limits on my practical research. I got 
everything I wanted in the lab. My budget was amazing, I'm respon- 
sible fora larger chunk of the national debt than you know.” 

He laughed. 

“So was your ex-wife smarter than you are2” she asked, 

He hesitated for a moment. “It doesn't bother you to talk 
about her?” 

“Why would it? You didn't get jealous over the eternal flame I 
will always carry for Roger Markowitz.” 

“Good point, Well, Lainey was very bright in her own way. 


Not 
book-smart, but clever, shrewd, When we met, she was so...vivid. 


She wasn't like other women I'd dated, easygoing girls who were 
content with easygoing me, Lainey always wanted more—from 
every aspect of life. She was a little. contrary, In the beginning, I 
thought she just had very firm opinions and wasnt afraid to dis- 
agree, [loved that about her. But then, over time... well, she wasn't 
really opinionated, she just loved the drama She would argue if you 
told her the sun rises in the east. It was always exciting, at least.” 
h, so you're an adrenaline junkie, This all starts to make 

sense now.” 

“What makes sense?” 

“Your attraction to me.” 
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He stared at her, blinking owlishly the way he did when he was 
surprised. 

“Admit it,” she teased, "You're just in this for the thrill of the 
near-death experiences.” 

“Hmm, [hadn't considered that.” 

“Maybe we should forget this gig in DC after all, If U eliminate 
my hunters and life gets all safe and boring, you'll be out the door, 
‘won't you?” She sighed theatrically. 

She couldn't tell if he was serious or playing along when he 
answered, “I was never fond of this plan to besin with. Maybe itis 
smarter to run.” 

“On the other hand, if I do a bad job in DC, it’s going to get a lot 
more dangerous. You'll love that.” 

He gave her a bleak stare. 

“Was that over the line?” she asked. 

“A little too close to home” 

“Sorry? 

He sighed. “Your theory is incorrect, though, 'm afraid. See, I 
got over my love of drama early on. It was still exciting, but so is 
drowning in quicksand, I'd imagine. Exciting is not the same thing 
asenjoyable” 

“But you didn't leave” 

Daniel stared at his hand—curled tensely around her thigh 
now —as he answered, "No. I thought....well, this makes me sound 
like a first-class sucker. I thought I could fix her. She had a lot of 
issues from her past, and I let those issues be the excuse when she 
did things to hurt me, I never blamed her; I always blamed her his- 
tory. Cliff —that’s the man she left me for; what a fantastic name to 
be left for, don’t you think? — Cliff wasn't her first fling. I found out 
about the others later.” He glanced up at her suddenly. “Was that all 
inthe file?” 

Nor 

He stared out the windshield. “I knew I should give up. I knew I 
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svasn't holding on to anything real. ‘The Lainey I loved was just a 
construct in my head. But I was stubborn. Stupidly so. Sometimes 
you cling to a mistake simply because it took so long to make.” 

“Irsounds miserable.” 

He looked over and smiled at her-weakly. “Yes, it was. But the 
hardest part was just admitting none of it had ever been real. It's 
humiliating, you know, to be duped. So my pride was hurt worse 
than anything else” 

“Tim sorry.” 

“And I'm sorry, too. My stories are so much less entertaining 
than yours, Tell me about another boyfriend.” 

“have a question first.” 

He stiffened a little bit. "Go ahead.” 

“That story you told the hooker, Kate, what was that about?” 

“Huh?” His eyebrows pulled rogether in confusion, 

“The one who was supposed to plant your tracker. Kevin said 
you told her your divorce wasnt final, But he also said this conversa- 
tion happened two years after you split. You didn't contest the 
divorce, it went through in months. So why did you say that?” 

Daniel laughed. “Thank you, setiously, from the very bottom of 
‘my hear, for not voicing that question in front of Kevin,” 

“You're welcome.” 

“Yes, the divorce was ancient history by then, But this girl... 
sits like rhat did not wander into the dive bar where used to hang 
out, And if one happened to, I would not have been the guy she 
approached.” 

“What was she like?” 

“If memory setves, she was stunning. And predatory. And 
oddly... frightening. I never believed for an instant that she was 
really atteacted to me, I could sense there was an agenda, and I 
didn’t want to fall for it. was a litle sensitive, at that point, o the 
idea of being duped again. But of course I didn’t want to be rude, so 
went with the politest refusal I could think of.” 
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Alex chuckled. “You're right. Never, ever tell Kevin that you 
were afraid of the stunning hooker.” 

“Can you imagine?” He laughed with her, “Your turn. Another 
boyfriend” 

“I'm running out... Let's see, I dated a guy named Felix for a 
couple of weeks in undergrad.” 

“And what extinguished the flames of your passion?” 

You haye to understand, the only place I ever met boys was in 
lab 

“Go on.” 

“Well, Felix worked with animals. Rats, mostly. He kept a lot of 
them in his apartment. There was a...smell problem.” 

Daniel threw his head back and howled with laughter, The 
sound of it was infectious. She couldn't help chortling along with 
him. It was not as out of control as that first afternoon in Kevin's 
secret lair, but it was close. All the stress seemed to drain out of her 
body, and she felt more relaxed than she would have thought possi- 
ble in light of where she was headed. 

Eventually, Daniel fell asleep, midsentence, as he described his 
fifth-grade crush, He'd been fighting his droopy eyelids fora while, 
and she suspected again that he'd been trying to keep her mind off 
the negatives, 

Iwas relaxing to have him sleeping peacefully next to her, Einstein 
\was snoring on the backseat, a nice counterpoint to the even sound of 
Daniel’s breathing. She knew she should be thinking of a variety of 
plans, ways to get to Carston without exposing herself too greatly, but 
she just wanted to enjoy the moment. Peace was going to be a limited 
commodity in her near future, IFthis was the last moment that she got 
tobe entirely content, then she wanted to experience fully. 

She was in a rare state of calm when she woke Daniel afew hours 
later, as they were entering the outskirts of DC, The last time she'd 
pulled into this city, she'd been furious and terrified, She probably 
had even more reason to feel that way today, but she was still 
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enjoying the time she had left alone with Daniel, and she wasn't 
going to let that go before she had to, 

Daniel read the directions to her as she got closer to their target. 
As she'd originally thought, this was a nice neighborhood, and it 
was only getting nicer. Wasnt that like Kevin, to hide somewhere so 
incongruous? She circled the building with the matching address 
twice, doubting whether this could be the place, 

“Pd better call him,” 

Daniel handed her the phone. She hit Redial, and it rang once. 

*Youre late.” Kevin answered, “What's wrong now?” 

“Traffic. Nothing. I think we're outside, but... this place doesn't 
look right.” 

“Why?” 

“We're hiding out in a fancy art deca high-rise?” 

“Yeah. A friend of mine is letting us crash. There's parking 
under the building. Go to the fourth level down, I'll meet you.” He 
disconnected. 

She handed the phone back to Daniel, “Just once, I want to hang 
up on him first.” 

“You did the very first time he called, remember? Fairly 
spectacularly.” 

“Oh, right. That does make me feel better.” 

All the tension came back as they rounded the corner into the 
parking garage, and the daylight disappeared. She drove in a claus- 
trophobic downward spiral until she reached the right level, and 
then saw Kevin standing impatiently beside an empty space marked 
RESIDENTS ONLY. He waved herinto it. 

She braced herself as she opened the door, expecting a few snide 
comments about her face or disparaging observations about Dan- 
iel’sscrewups, but Kevin said only, “Don't mind the cameras, Ltook 
them offline this morning,” and then opened the back of the SUV to 
let Einstein out, 

‘There was a real reunion with Einstein, who threw Kevin to the 
ground and attempted to lick the skin off his face. Trying to pretend 
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that she wasn’t the slightest bit jealous of Einstein’s affection for his 
man, Alex ignored them both until she and Daniel were loaded up 
with as much as they could carry. 

“Um, which way?” she asked. 

Kevin got up with a sigh. “Follow me.” 

To his credit, he did grab the remaining duffel bags as they went 
to the elevator. 

“DoT need a hat?” Alex asked. “Is there a lobby? I'm not exactly 


this goes straight to the apartment. By the 
‘way, bro, nice beard. Its a good look on you. In that you don't look 
like you as much anymore.” 

“Um, thanks?” 

“About this friend...” Alex began. 

Kevin sighed again. “They car'tall be Arnies. Sorry, shorty this 
‘might get rough” 

“You dont trust him?” 

The elevator opened into a plush hallway 
room? There was only one door in the space. 

“Tve paid her through next week, so I trust her about that far.” 

‘The hair on the back of Alex's neck stood up. Daniel had gotten 
her more used to human interaction, but she knew she still had some 
pretty severe people issues. As they walked the length of the short 
hall, she struggled with the duffel in her right hand, trying to free 
some fingers so she could pull a syringe from her belt. Just as she 
caught hold of the one she wanted, Daniel touched her wrist. 
She glanced up, and he was giving her a look that seemed to imply 
she was overreacting, Frowning, she slid the syringe back into place. 
Tewouldn’t take long to draw it if the need arose anyway. 

Kevin had a key to the single door, He took a deep breath as he 
pushed it open. 

At first Alex wasn’t sure they hadn't stumbled into the lobby 
after all, because she'd never been inside an apartment with a wide 
marble staircase up to another story. The place was lavish, sleek and 


ir was it an ante- 
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modern, and lined with floor-to-ceiling windows that immediately 
had her feeling exposed, Through the glass, the sun was just begin- 
ning to droop toward the DC skyline, There didn't seem to be any 
other apartments close enough to look into this one; but a telestope 
would make it possible. Ora rifle sight. 

“No,” a hard —but somehow still velvety —voice announced 
from behind them. 

Alex whirled. The apartment stretched back the other way, too, 
wrapping around the front door and the hallway beyond, On one 
side was a huge white kitchen; on the other a dining room with seat- 
ing for ten, with more window-walls framing each. Leaning against 
the marble kitchen island was the most exquisite human being Alex 
had ever seen in real life 

The woman looked exactly like the facetious description Alex 
had conjured up to describe Kevin's imprabable mental image of the 
Oleander. She had honey-blond hair, thick and long, that stood out 
from her head in full waves like a Disney cartoon’s, Sapphire-blue 
doe eyes, full red lips turned up at the comers, and a straight, nar- 
row nose, all set with flawless symmetry in an oval face with promi- 
nent cheekbones, Swan neck over elegant collarbones. Of course, 
the generous hourglass figure with a tiny waist and legs that seemed 
longer than Alex’s entire body. The woman was wearing only a 
short, black kimono and an irritated expression, 

“Iv’s temporary,” Kevin said in a conciliatory voice. “Obviously, 
1'll pay you the same for each of them, Three times what we origi- 
nally agreed on.” 

‘The surreally perfect woman raised one eyebrow and looked 
pointedly at Einstein, His tail was wagging furiously. He stared up 
at the blonde with the proverbial puppy-dog eyes. 

“Four times,” Kevin promised, He dropped the bags he was car- 
rying. “You like dogs” 

“Kate?” Daniel asked suddenly, surprised recognition saturating 
his tone. 
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‘The woman's face dimpled into a toothpaste-commercial-quality 
smile, 

“Hi, Danny,” she purred, “almost didn't know you with all that 
scruff, Well, that does make me feel better. You left a nasty welt on 
my €go, but at least you didn't forget me,” 

“Its, ex; nice to see you again,” Daniel stammered, lammoxed by 
her greeting, 

The blonde’s eyes cut to Kevin. “Okay, be can stay.” 

“Its just a few nights,” Kevin said. “I need the little one, too.” 

“You know I don't women in my space,” she said in a flat 
Voice, flicking her eyes to Alex, then back to Kevin. 

“Oh, that’s okay, Ollie’ not a real gir,” Kevin assured her. 

Daniel dropped his bags and took half a step forward before 
‘Alex hooked the back of his shire with her one free finger. 

“Not now," she muttered. 

Kate—or whatever her real name was—shrugged gracefully 
away from the island and glided toward them, She looked down het 
nose at Alex; easy to do, as she was a good six inches taller. 

“So what happened to your face? Your boyfriend tune you up?” 

Daniel stiffened. Alex wasn't sure what this was —maybe some 
kkind of territorial thing? Ir was only a guess; Alex didn't have a lot of 
experience with other women. In the distant past, she'd suffered 
through a couple of immature roommates, liked a few other lady 
science geeks, and made small talk with the rare female undetling 
who didn't flee her presence. Mostly she'd worked with men, and 
she didn’t know all the rules for double-X-chromosome interactions, 
Aca loss, she went with the truth, though she probably should have 
waited to sce what Kevin had told the woman, 

“Um, no, it was a Mafia-assassin,” Alex worked her jaw, feeling 
the bandage pull against her skin, “Oh, and the older stuff was just 
Kevin trying to kill me.” 

“IE Td actually been trying to kill you, you'd be dead,” Kevin 
grumbled. 
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Allex rolled her eyes. 

“What, you want to go another round?” Kevin demanded, “Any- 
time, sweetheart.” 

“The next time I put you down,” Alex promised, *it will be 
permanently" 

Keyin laughed —nor derisive, like she expected, but with gen- 
tine delight. “See what I mean, Val?” 

The woman looked like she was trying not to smil 


“Okay, 
you've piqued my interest. But I have only the one extra room.” 

Ollie’ good at roughing it.” 

“Whatever,” the woman said. Apparently it was an agreement. 
“Ger all that mess out of my living room.” 

She skimmed close by Daniel as she passed them. Without a 
backward glance, she headed upstairs. The kimono was very short, 
and both brothers watched her climb with partially open mouths. 

“You turned her down?” Alex muttered under her breath. 

Kevin heard her and laughed again, “Let’s move this stuff before 
she kicks us all out.” 


THE EXTRA BEDROOM was bigger than Alex’ entire DC apart- 
ment had been, And it wasn't as if she'd been living in a dive; her 
place was what real estate agents described as a luxury apartment, 
This place, though, was several degrees beyond mere luxury. Kevin 
had seemed on the level when he said the woman was « hooker, but 
Alex hadn't had any idea that profession could pay so well. 

Kevin stacked the duffels against one wall. 

“Ollie, you've still got that cot, right? There's a huge walkin 
closet off the bathroom. Check it out and see if it will work for you. 
You could set up on one of those couches out there, but it might be 
best to keep you out of Val’ line of sight as much as possible.” 

“Of course Alex will sleep in the bed,” Daniel said, 

Kevin's eyebrows pulled together skeptically. “Really? Youre 
going to get all chivalrous about Olle?” 
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“It’s like you never even met our mother.” 

“Relax,” Alex said as Kevin bridled. “We'll work it out.” 

“Fine,” Kevin said. 

“Should I have been more careful with my words out there?” 
Alex asked Kevin, “You said she’s not trustworthy.” 

Kevin shook his head, “No, you're fine. Val might kick us all onto 
thestreet when she’s tired af us, but she won't sell us our. I've bought 
+her time and her discretion. What happens with Val stays with Val. 
She has a reputation to protect.” 

“Okay,” Alex agreed, though she wasnt sure she entirely under- 
stood Val’s policies. 

He moved to the door, then paused with his hand on the knob. 
“There's plenty of food in the fridge if you're hungry, or we can 
order something in.” 

“Thanks,” Alex said, “I'll sort my stuff out first.” 

“Yes,” Daniel said. “Let us get situated.” 

Kevin hesitated one more second, then stepped back into the 
room. “Uh, Danny, I just wanted to say. it’s good to see you. I'm 
glad you'r safe” 

Like before, as he was leaving the ranch, Kevin looked like he 
‘wouldn't be opposed to a hug. Daniel stood awkwardly, his body 
language full of ambivalence. 

“Yes, well, thanks to Alex,” Daniel said. “And I'm glad you're not 
dead like she thought you were.” 

Kevin barked a laugh, “Yeah, me, too, And thanks again, poison 
‘woman. I owe you one,” 

He exited on another laugh, leaving the door cracked 
behind him. 

Daniel gave Alex a long stare, then went to the door and quietly 
shut itall the way. He turned back to her, and there was cleatly an 
argument about to begin, She shook her head and motioned him to 
follow her farther into the guest suite, 

Fora second, the bathroom made her forget why she'd come this 
way. A swimming pool-size tub was set into the floor, surrounded 
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by marble and a faintly blue tile wall that shimmered like a pale sea. 
A showerhead the diameter of a truck tire was suspended from the 
ceiling overt. 

“Whar és this place?” Alex gasped. 

Daniel shut the door behind them, “Kate—or rather Val—is 
apparently quite successful.” 

“Do you think she’s really a prostitute, or was that just Kevin 
trying to make the story better?” 

“I didn't come in here to talleabout Val.” 

She turned to face him, her lips twisting sideways into a pucker. 

“Alex, I dont like lying to him,” 

*Who' lied?” 

“Acting, then. Pretending that we're nothing to each other.” 

She hnuffed a sigh, “Tim just not ready to deal with the inevitable 
fallout. Ihave enough stress.” 

“We're going to have to tell him eventually. Why not get it over 
with?” 

He saw her expression change as she weighed the options. 

“You still don't believe we have an eventually, do you?” he 
accused. 

“Well... there is a good possibility either he or I will be dead 
within the next week, so why rock the boat?” 

Daniel abruptly pulled her into # rough hug that was somehow 
more reproachful than comforting. 

“Dont say that [can’t stand to hear you talk that way.” 

“Sorry,” she said into his shirt. 

“We can run away. Tonight. We'll hide. You know how.” 

“Can we at least wait till we've slept and eaten?” she asked 
plaintively. 

He laughed unwillingly at her tone, “I suppose I could allow that 
much” 

She relaxed into him for a moment, wishing again that running 
‘were the right option. Ir sounded so much easier, restful almost. 
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“Let's just walk out there hand in hand,” Daniel suggested, “and 
then make out on the sofa for a bit.” 

“First, eating and sleeping, I am not dealing with the aftermath 
of some grand reveal until I'm sure I've considered all the possible 
forms the backlash might take and whether I need to be armed— 
of, rather, bow armed I need to be. I can't even think straight 
tight now.” 

“All right,” he said. “I'll give you tonight, because I know how 
exhausted you are, But we're revisiting this discussion in the morn- 
ing, and I intend to be quite inflexible.” 

“Will Kevin be in here too?" she wondered. “The woman said 
there was only one extra room. That won't make discussing any- 
thing very easy.” 

“I doubt it.” She could hear the eye roll in his voice and she 
pulled away to look at his face. He didn't let her go, but he dropped 
hisarms to rest more casually around her waist, 

“Oh, do you think she meant this was the only empty extra 
room?” 

“No, I think he’s staying with her.” 

She wrinkled her nose, “Really? She didn't seem to like him very 
much.” 

“The women in his life never do.” 

She was still unconvinced. “But...she could do so much 
better.” 

Daniel laughed. “I won't argue with that.” 
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al’s huge double fridge was much better stocked than Arnie's. 

In fact, it was much better stocked than the average restau- 
rants, It looked like she was planning to feed a dozen more guests 
than those she already had in residence— though she apparently 
had not been apprised of Alex’s and Daniel’s existence until 
moments before they arrived. 

The incongruity bothered Alex a little, but not enough to deter 
her from the bow! of grapes, She felt like she hadn't eaten anything 
fresh in weeks, though it really hadn't been so very long. The ranch 
seemed months ago. She could barely wrap her head around how 
short the time actually was, 

Alex sat on one of the pure white, ultramodern bar stools, It 
‘wasn't terribly comfortable. 

Daniel was humming with pleasure as he examined the accou- 
trements, “Now, this isa kitchen,” he murmured, He started sorting 
through thelower drawers, evaluating the pots and pans available. 

“Making ourselves right at home, are we?” 

Daniel jerked upright, Alex paused with a grape halfway to her 
mouth, 

Val came into the room laughing, still in the brief kimono. 
“Relax. All this stuff is here for you. I don't really use this room.” 

“Um, thank you,” Daniel said. 
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She shrugged. “Kevin paid for it. So, you like to cook?” 

“Tdabble.” 

“He's being modest,” Alex told her. “He's a five-star chef.” 

Val smiled warmly at Daniel as she stretched her whole torso. 
across the island toward him so her chin nearly touched the marble, 
“Well, that’s nice, I've never had a live-in chef before, It 


sounds,..fun.” 

Alex wondered how Val was able to load so many different impli- 
cations into one commen word. 

“Er, I suppose so,” Daniel said, flushing a little, “Where is 
Kevin?” 

“Walking the dog.” 

Val turned her face toward Alex, and Alex braced for more 
aggression. 

“Lasked Kevin about you, Kevin says you tortured im.” Val 
jerked her head toward Danicl. 

“Ah, well, technically, that’s correct. It was a case of mistaken 
identity, though.” 

Val’s eyes glowed with interest. “What did you do? Did you 
burn him?” 

“What? No, no... Um, I used injectable chemical treatments. I 
find them more effective, and they don't leave sears.” 

“Hmm.” Val rolled her body sideways along the marble so she 
‘was turned to Daniel again, then pillowed her head against her arm. 
The kimono was partially dislodged by this maneuver, and Alex 
imagined his view was quite interesting. He stood awkwardly, one 
hhand on the refrigerator door. 

“Was it really painful?” Val demanded. 

“Beyond anything I'd ever imagined,” Daniel admitted. 

‘Val seemed fascinated, “Did you scream? Did you beg? Did you 
twrithe?” 

Daniel couldn't help but smile at her enthusiasm. “All of the 
above, I believe. Oh, and I cried like a baby as well.” Still smiling, he 
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seemed suddenly comfortable; he turned back to the fridge and 
started rummaging, 

Val sighed. “I really wish I could have seen that.” 

“You're into torture?” Alex asked, hiding her concern, Of course 
Kevin would move them in with a true sadist. 

“Not torture per se, but it's so intoxicating, isn't it? That kind of 
power?” 

“T guess I've never looked at it quite that way...” 

Val cocked her head, looking at Alex with undisguised interest. 
“Isn't everything about power?” 

‘Alex thought about it for a moment, “Not in my experience, 
Back when that was my job, honestly—it sounds naive now, even to 
me—I was realy just trying to save people. There was always alot 
hanging in the balance. It was stressful.” 

Val considered that, pursing her lips. “That does sound naive.” 

Alex shrugged. 

“Ir never gave you a rush? Being in control?” Val's wide lapis 
eyes bored into her. 

‘Alex wondered if people felt this way in psychiatrists office —this 
compulsion to speak. Or maybe it was more like being shackled to 
‘Alex's own table, “I mean... maybe, Im nota very dangerous person on 
the surface. I puess there were times that I appreciated the... respect.” 

Val nodded. “Of course you did, Tell me, have you ever tortured 


‘awoman?" 


“Twice,...well, once and a halE” 

“Explain.” 

Daniel’ head was leaning back as he adjusted the flame under 
the stovetop grill; he was paying close attention, Alex hated talking 
about this in front of him, 

“I didn't actually have to do anything to the first gil, She was 
confessing before she was even strapped to the table, She didn't 
belong in my lab anyway—any normal interrogation would have 
gotten the same results. Poor kid.” 
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“What was she confessing to?” 

“A terrorist cell was trying to coerce some suicide bombers in 
‘New York. They'd kidnap someone's family back in Iran—in this 
case, her parents—and kill the hostages if the subject wouldn't do 
as directed. The NSA had it under control before any of the bombs 
were detonated, but they lost several of the hostages.” She sighed. 
“Tes always messy with terrorists.” 

“What about the second?” 

“That was an entirely different situation, Arms dealer.” 

“Was she tough to break?” 

“One of the toughest in my career.” 

Val smiled as if the answer greatly pleased her. “I've always 
thought that women can handle a lot mare pain than the so-called 
stronger sex. Men are all just oversize children, really.” Then she 
sighed. “I've made men beg, and I've made them writhe, and maybe 
there have been some tears here and there, but no one’s ever cried 
like a baby.” Her full lower lip pushed out into a pout. 

“I'm positive they would if you asked them to,” Alex 
encouraged, 

Val smiled her glittery smile. “You're probably right.” 

Daniel was chopping something now. Alex decided she should 
slow down on the grapes. Dinner was sure to be worth the wait. Val 
rolled to the side again to watch him, and Alex felt a sudden urge to 
distract her. 

“This isa beautiful place.” 

“Yes, it's nice, isn't? A friend gave it me” 

“Oh, does he stay here often?” How many people were going to 
know about them? She'd already been stupidly and bizarrely honest 
with this strange woman. It would surely come back to bite her. 

“No, no, Zhang and I broke up ages ago. He was too stuffy.” 

“And he let you keep the place?” 

Val stared at Alex, disbelieving, “Let me? What kind of a giftis 
itifthe deed’s not in your name?” 
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that’s a good point,” Alex agreed quickly. 
“What was that you were saying earlier, about putting Kevin 
down?” 

“Oh, can I tell the story, please?” Daniel butted in, “It's my 
favorite.” 

Daniel stretched the story out, milking it for Val’s laughs and 
eos, He made Alex sound more in control than she had been and 


fictionalized the parts he wasn't awake for. It was a better story his 
way, she had to admit. Val’s expression as she assessed Alex now was 
one hundred eighty degrees from what it had been at their first 
meeting 

Then the food was ready, and Alex stopped caring about much 
else. Ithad been a while since she'd had red meat, and her inner 
carnivore took over. When she came out of the frenzy, she saw that 
Val was watching her again, engrossed. 

Alex glanced down—Daniel had given Val a plate, too, but 
she'd eaten only a few slivers off the side of her steak, 

“Do you always eat so much?” Val asked. 

“When it’s available, I guess. When Daniel is cooking, 
definitely” 

Val’s eyes narrowed. “I'll bet you never gain an ounce, do you?” 

“don't know. I probably must sometimes, right?” 

“Do you even own a scale?” she demanded. 

“Lye got one that weighs milligrams,” Alex answered, confused, 

Val blew out a pulf of breath that ruffled the waves of hair over 
her forehead. “People with naturally high metabolisms piss me off” 

“Seriously2” Alex said, looking her up and down. “You're going 
to complain to me about our relative genetic heritages?” 


Val stared at her for a few seconds, then smiled and shook her 
head. “Well, [suppose a girl can't have everything.” 

“And you're ust the exception that proves the rule?” 

“Tthink Tike you, Ollie” 

“Thanks, Val. Ir’ actually Alex, though.” 
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“Whatever. You know, you've got a lot of untapped potential. 
With decent hair, some makeup, and a midsize boob job, you could 
do all right.” 

“Er, I do fine as is, thanks. I have lower expectations out of life. 
Temakes things easier: 

“Seriously, you cut your awn hair, don't you?” 

“I don't have another option,” 

“Trust me, there's always another option to ¢his.” She stretched 
across the counter and tried to touch the hair hanging in Alex's eyes, 
but Alex flinched out of her way. It was true that it was time for 
another trim. 

Val turned to Daniel, who was trying to be unobtrusive, leaning 
against the counter directly behind Val as he finished his food, 
almost like he was hiding from her, Well, Alex could understand 
that. And she completely understood why Daniel had found Val 
frightening on their first meeting, 

“Back me up, Danny. Dont you think Ollie could be pretty if she 
tried?” 

Daniel did the blinking thing he always did when taken by sur- 
prise. “But Alex is pretty now.” 

“Whata gentleman, Irs like you're Bizarro Kevin.” 

“Tlltake that as a compliment.” 

“Iria compliment, Maybe the best I've ever given,” Val agreed, 

“How long have you known him?” Daniel wondered, 

“Too long. I don't know why I keep opening the door when he 
comes begging, I guess it's that power thing,” She shrugged, and one 
shoulder of her silk rabe slid down her arm. She didn't fi it. “I like 
‘warching someone so strong have to do what Isay.” 

‘A key jangled in the front door, Alex slipped from the stool to 
her feet, muscles tensing automatically. Val watched as Daniel 
looked to Ales, tensing, too, ready to follow her lead. 

"You two are funny,” she murmured, 

Einstein ran panting into the kitchen, and Alex relaxed. 
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Valeyed the dog, his tongue lolling outand his eyes eager. “Does 
it want something?” 

“He's probably thirsty,” Alex told hee. 

“Oh.” She glanced around the kitchen, then grabbed a decora- 
tive crystal bowl from the center of the island and filled it in the 
sink. Einstein licked her hand gratefully and then started lapping up 
the water. 

“Smells good,” Kevin commented as he came around the 
comer. 

*You can finish mine,” Val said without looking at him. “I'm 
done,” Experimentally, she stroked one of Einstein’ ears. 

Kevin leaned comfortably against the island, looking very at 
home as he started cutting into Val’ food. “Everyone getting along?” 

*You were right,” Val answered 

Kevin grinned triumphantly, “Itold you she wouldn't bore you.” 

Val straightened up and smiled back, “Anyone who's chained 
you to the flooris bound to get along with me.” 

Kevin's grin disappeared. “Ir was a drav.” 

‘Val threw back her chin and laughed, her long neck: looking even 
more swanlike than before. 

Daniel rumed the sink on and rummaged for dish soap. Alex 
joined him automatically, comforted by even ust the opening chords 
of their usual routine. Once again she was in an unfamiliar place, 
well out of her league, unsure and unsafe, but with Daniel there, she 
could handle it. He was like a gas mask—a touchstone of refuge. 
She smiled to herself, thinking how little he would care for that 
comparison, Well, she wasn't the romantic one. 

“Oh, don't bother with that, sweetie,” Val told Daniel. “The 
housekeeper comes every morning,” 

‘Alex shot Kevin a loaded glance, which Val caught. “Tl leave a 
note on the counter, and he'll stay out of the bedrooms,” Val assured 
her, “I know this isall very closk-and-cagger. Don't worry, you won't 
be exposed on my account.” 
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“I don’t mind,” Daniel said. “Dishes relax me.” 

“What és this brother of yours?” Val asked Kevin. *Can I 
keep him?” 

Alex smiled when Daniel's eves widened in panic, but he kept 
his face down over the sink so Val didn't see. He handed Alex a 
clean pair of tongs and she dried them with a dish towel thar fet like 
silk and was probably meant to be ornamental. She had a feeling Val 
didn’t care about things like that. 

“He's not your type,” Kevin answered. 

“T have many types, though, don’t I?” 

“Fair enough, but don't think he'll hold your interest long,” 

She sighed. “They so rarely do.” 

“So, um, back to this housekeeper—what time will he arrive, 
leave, et cetera?” Alex asked, 

‘Val laughed. “You take things very seriously.” 

“People try to kill mesa lo.” 

“That must get irritating,” she said casually, “When I'm in resi- 
dence, Raoul comes early and leaves quickly, He won't even wake 
you. He’s good.” 

“Pil just lock the door, then.” 

“Ifyou like.” 

“We're not sleeping in tomorrow, Ollie,” Kevin interjected. 
“There's a lotto get set before we uct, and I don't want to waste more 
time.” 

"Give her the one morning off,” Daniel insisted, "She's been 
diving all night fora week, sleeping in the back of cars. She needs 
rest 

Kevin made a disgusted face. “She's nota child, Danny. The big 
kids have work to do” 

“Irs not a problem,” Alex said quickly. She glanced at the clock 
on the oven; it was only seven. “I'm crashing now anyway, so I'm 
sure Ill be up long before Raoul arrives.” 

“Tl walk you through my inventory, then you can tell me what 
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else you need. I've got the video footage of your subject, which Tim 
sure you'll want to review, and then —” 

“Tomorrow, Kevin,” Alex interrupted. “Now, sleep.” 

Kevin inhaled noisily through his nose and rolled his eyes to the 
ceiling, 

‘Alex almost reached for Daniel’s hand as she left the kitchen. 
She had to curl her fingers into a fist and hope Kevin hadn't noticed: 
Iefelt unnatural, and she knew Daniel felt it, too. He followed close 
behind her, almost as if he were thinking about doing something to 
instigate the conversation —or possible altercation —that she was 
trying to avoid, Not now she tried to communicate to him telepath- 
ically without turning, She walked faster, but it was a wasted effort. 
Daniel's legs were too long for her to build any kind of lead. 

She felt much better when she heard him close the door behind 
him and click the lock into place. 

“Thanks,” she said, turning to wrap her arms around his waist, 

“Only because we're exhausted,” he reminded her. “I will be 
much more tenacious tomorrow.” 

She was really dragging, so she went through only the most 
important parts of the routine, She didn’t want to bother with 
rebandaging her face, so she decided to let her skin breathe for the 
night, The wound was still bright red and puckered, and the stitches 
in her ear—though she'd used a flesh-toned suture thread —were 
hard to miss. It looked like the two halves of her lobe would rejoin, 
though. She'd have a nasty scar, but she didn’t want to think about 
that now. 

She thought about setting up the cot in the closet for show but 
decided to wait till morning. It wasnt like Kevin was going to do a 


room inspection. She also considered stringing a gas-canister line 

around the door, She didn’t think she had the energy, and anyway, 

an intruder would surely check the master first, if he got past Ein- 

stein, She settled for putting her SIG and belt on the bedside table. 
Daniel was in the bed before her, but he was still awake. 
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“Should I leave my rifle out, do you think?” he asked. 

“Ie’s a big room, but probably a little tight for the rifle. Lean go 
grab the shotgun.” 

He gave her an exasperated look. “I was joking,” 

“Oh, Right.” 

He held his arms open for her. She switched off the lamp and 
climbed into her now usual place. The bed was absurd —some kind 
of soft, supportive cloud that was probably made from spun gold or 
unicorn mane, 

“Good night, Alex,” he whispered into her hair, and then she 
was asleep. 


SHE WOKE WHILE it was still dark outside; the faint light glow. 
ing from around the edges of the shades was the unnatural 
yellow-green of city lights. She couldnt sce a clack, but she'd guess 
itwas around four, A solid night’ rest and then some, She was glad; 
today would be long. For years now, all she'd been doing was run- 
ning and surviving, Now she had to shift into a more proactive mode 
and she dreaded it. There had been her one uncharacteristic adven 
ture in Texas, but she blamed thar on the adrenaline of the moment 
and the unfamiliar responsibility of having a liability, Ir wasn't some- 
thing she would ever have planned to do, 

So when Daniel, woken by her movements, started to kiss her 
throat, she didn't mind procrastinating fora bit. 

She wondered what it would be like to bea normal person, To be 
able to expect that mornings like this—waking up with someone 
you'd chosen—would happen over and over again. To go through 
the day certain that you'd lie back down at the end of it in the same 
bed, with that same person next to you. She doubted many people 
appreciated that certainty when they had it. Ie would be too much a 
part of everyday life to them, taken for granted, not something they 
would think of feeling grateful for. 
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Well, she couldn't count on another morning like this, but she 
could be grateful for it now: 

She yanked on his T-shirt and he pulled his hands out of her hair 
Jong enough to remove it. Alex tugged her own shirt out of the way, 
greedy for the feeling of his skin next to hers, His kisses, which had 
begun so tenderly, started to veer more toward the unrestrained, 
though she could almost hear him reminding himself to be careful 
with her. She didn’t want any of that, She kissed him back in a way 
clesigned to make him forget any other consideration. 

‘There was no sound, no warning. She didn't hear the lock turn 
or the door open. And then, suddenly, the metallic lick of a gun 
safety sliding off, just inches from her head, She froze and felt Dan- 
iel do the same. She wasn’t sure if he'd recognized the quiet click, as 
she had, or was just responding to her. 

From the sound, she knew the intruder was closer to the gun on 
the nightstand than she was, She cursed herself for neglecting basic 
security and worked to think of any move left to her. Maybe if she 


tried to spin and kick the gun away, it would give Daniel time to get 
around him, 

‘And then the intruder spoke. 

“Step away from the civilian, you poisonous little snake.” 

She blew out the huge gasp of air she'd been holding in. “Hoo! 
Huh! Okay. Ab! Let's put the gun down now, psychopath.” 

“Not until you get off my brother.” 

“This isso far beyond crossing the line, I dont even know what 
to calli,” Daniel said in a harsh tone. “Did you pick the lock?” 

“Danny, listen to me, she’s drugged you again. That's what's hap- 
pening here.” 

“As if L-would waste my limited supply on recreation,” she mut- 
tered, She rolled, tugging the sheet up to cover herself, and reached 
for the lamp. She felt the cool barrel of the gun press into het 
forchead. 

“You're ridiculous,” she told him as she switched the light on. 
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Kevin stepped back, blinking in the light. He still had his long, 
silenced pistol aimed at her face, 

‘The bed rocked as Daniel vaulted agilely over her body and 
placed himself between het and Kevin. “What are you doing? Don't 
point that at her!” 

“Danny, I don't know what she has you on, but we'll et it our of 
your system, I promise. Come with me.” 

“If you know what is good for you, you will tum around and 
walk away now.” 

“Tm saving you here.” 

“Thanks, but no thanks. I was quite happy with what I was doing 
before you so rudely interrupted, and I'd like to return toit. Shut the 
door behind you.” 

“What's happened?” Alex asked, yanking her Tshirt on, There 
‘was no time for this squabbling, Kevin was wearing only a pair of 
pajama pants, so whatever the catalyst was, he hadn't had time to 
prepare himself. Ir wasn't like Kevin to let something —even some- 
thing this offensive to him—distract him when there was trouble, 
She leaned around Daniel to grab her belt and then wrapped it 
around her waist as she spoke, “Do we need to move?” She reached 
for the SIG next and shoved it into the back of her belt. 

Kevin’s gun lowered slowly, and he started to look less confident 
as he was confronted with her practicality. 

“didn't believe her, so I came to check,” he admitted, suddenly 
sheepish, “I wasn't planning on Danny ever knowing I was here.” 

“Her?” Daniel asked, 

“Val... she said you two were together. She was so sure of her- 
self. Isaid there was no way in hell” His voice was outraged again by 
theend. 

Daniel exhaled, irritated, “Well, [hope you made some kind of 
bet, With a very humiliating consequence forlosing.” 

“This is punishment enough,’ Kevin grumbled. 

“In all seriousness,” Daniel said, “get out, Kevi 
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“Lean’t believe this, Danny, What are you thinking? After what 
she did to you?” 

Daniel was still between Alex and Kevin, so she couldn't see his 
face, bur she could suddenly heat a smile in his voice, “You're sup- 
posed to be so tough, so dangerous. And yet you're saying you'd let 
a little pain come between you and the woman you wanted? 
Really?” 

Kevin rocked a step back and took a few seconds to respond. 
“But why? Why do you want fer?” The anger had vanished; when 
he looked at Alex, there was only bewilderment. 

“Pil explain it to you when you've grown up. Now, for the last 
time, get out, or” —and he reached one long arm around Alex's 
body and pulled the gun from her back—“T'l shoot you." 

He pointed the gun at Kevin's torso. 

“Um, the safety is offon that,” Alex murmured. 

“Counting on it,” Daniel replied. 

Kevin stared at them—Daniel holding the gun steady, Alex 
\watching from behind his arm—and then his shoulders squared. 

‘He pointed at Alex with his free hand. “You. Just...stop.,.” He 
waved his hand in a big, inclusive gesture, taking in the two of them 
and the bed. “All of this, We leave in fifteen. Be ready.” 

His hand shifted to Danny. “I...” He blew out a deep breath, 
shook his head, and then turned and walked out the door. He didn't 
bother closing it. “Damn it, Val!” he shouted as he headed through 
the dark hall, as if all of this were somehow her fault. Einstein 
barked from upstairs. 

Alex sighed and stretched. “Well, that went about exactly as 1 
thought it would, No shots fired —this was the best-case scenario, I 
guess.” 

“Where are you going?” Daniel asked. 

“To shower. You heard the man. Fifteen minutes.” 

“Tr’s the middle of the night!” 

“All the better to hide my face. You're not tired, are you? I think 
we've been asleep for nine hours, at least.” 
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Daniel scowled. “No, 1 am not in the least bit tired,” 

“Well, then..,.” She started toward the bathroom door. 

“Wait.” 

Daniel jamped up, ruffling his hair as he walked to the bedroom 
door. He shut it and then locked it again. 

“What's the point of that, really?” Alex asked. 

Daniel shrugged. “Touché.” 

He walked to her and wrapped his hands around her upper 
arms, holding her securely, “I wasn’t ready to get out of bed.” 

“Kevin's not going to knock,” she reminded him, “He probably 
‘won't even give me the full fifteen.” 

“I don't like letting him call the shots. Not only was I not ready 
to get out of bed, I was not ready for you to get out of bed, either.” 

He bent his head down to kiss her, his hands running slowly up 
her shoulders tll they were cradling her face. She knew that under 
normal circumstances, it would have taken very litle convincing on 
his part ta get hero agree, Bur these were not normal circumstances, 
and the idea that Kevin might walk into the room at any moment — 
probably with gun in hand again—tempered her response, 

She pulled back. “What about a compromise?” 

The look he gave her was less than thrilled. “I categorically 
refuse to compromise in any way for Kevin's sake.” 

“Can I please at least make my case before you dismiss it?” 

He kept his expression stern, but she could tell he wanted to 
smile. “Do what you have to do, but I will not be swayed.” 

“We have limited time, and we both need to clean up. That 
shower-slash—lap pool in there will easily fit two—well, actually it 
could fit twelve—and I was thinking we could multitask.” 

The hard-line expression disappeared. “immediately withdraw 
my opposition and offer my full cooperation.” 

[thought you might see it that way.” 
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ecause there's no reason for you to go,” Kevin objected. 
Kevin stood in front of the elevator doors, blocking the 
call button, arms crossed over his chest. 

“Why not?” Daniel demanded. 

“You're not going to be a part of the offensive, Danny, so you 
don’t need to be a part of the preparation.” 

Daniel’s lips mashed together into a scowl, 

“Itdoesn’t hurt anything forhim—" Alex began mildly, 

“Except someone could see his face,” Kevin growled. 

“You mean your face?” she countered. 

“Tm smart enough to keep my head down.” 

Daniel rolled his eyes, “I'll ride in the trunk if you want” 

Kevin evaluated the two of them for a long second, “Are you 
12 to let me focus?” 

“What do you mean?" Alex asked. 

Kevin closed his eyes; he seemed to be calming himself, He 
inhaled through his nose, then looked at Daniel. 

“Here are my requirements for you to join us on this very boring, 
standard recon exercise: No one will speak of what happened this 
morning. | will not be forced to remember the nauseating things I 
witnessed. There will be no discussion that might allude to said naw- 
seating things. This is business, and you will conduct yourself 
appropriately. Agreed?” 


20 
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Daniel's neck started to flush, She was sure he was going to men- 
tion the fact that if Kevin hadn't broken in to a locked room in the 
middle of the night, he wouldn't have seen anything. Before Daniel 
could object, Alex said, “Agreed, Appropriate businesslike 
behavior” 

Kevin glanced back and forth between them, measuring again, 
After a second, he turned and hit the call button. 

Daniel gave her a Really? look. Alex shrugged. 

“None of that!” Kevin commanded, though he still had his back 
tothem, 

“What?” Daniel complained, 

“can feel you two silently communicating. Stop it.” 


1 WAS A quiet drive in the average-looking black sedan. She didn't 
know if it was Val’s car or something Kevin had acquired, It didn’t 
seem like Val’s style, but maybe she liked to be incognito sometimes. 
‘Alex appreciated the heavily tinted windows. She fel less exposed 
as she sat with her bal cap pulled low over her face and stared out at 
the still mostly sleeping city, They were early enough to beat the 
morning rush, 

Kevin drove through a seedier section of town—more the kind 
of neighborhood she would have expected his hiding place to exist 
in, He pulled in ata storage facility that seemed to be mostly enor- 
mous cargo containers. There was no guard posted, just a keypad 
and w heavy metal gate with razor-wire coils on top. Kevin drove 
them to a spot near the back of the fenced lot and parked behind a 
dingy orange container, 

‘The lot appeared to be empty, but Alex kept her face down and 
her walk unfeminine as they moved to the wide double doors that 
made up the front wall of the container, Kevin plugged a 
complicated sequence of numbers into the heavy-duty rectangular 
lock, then pulled it out of the way, He opened one door just a few 
feet and waved them inside. 
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Iwas black when Kevin pulled the door shut behind himself. 
Then there was a low click, and rope lights lining the ceiling and the 
floor glowed to life. 

“Exactly how many Batcaves do you have?” Alex demanded. 

“Just a few, here and there, where I might need them,” Kevin 
said, “This one’s mobile, so that helps.” 

The inside of Kevin’s cargo container was tightly packed but 
compulsively organized, Like the barn in Texas, there was a place 
for everything 

Racks of clothing — costumes, really —were wedged against the 
wall by the double doors. She was sure that was on purpose—if 
someone got a glimpse inside while the doors were open, all he 
‘would see was clothes. A casual observer wouldn't think anything of 
it. A more careful observer might think it was odd that uniforms for 
every branch of the military were hanging together, along with 
mechanic's coveralls and several utility companies’ official garb, not 
tomention the raggedy components of a homeless man’s outfit hang- 
ing a few feet down from a row of dark suits that ranged from 
offthe-rack to high-end designer: A person could blend into a lot of 
situations with these clothes. 

The props were in bins over the clothes racks —briefcases and 
clipboards, toolboxes and suitcases. The shoes were in clear plastic 
boxes underneath, 

Beyond the costumes, deep floor-to-ceiling metal cabinets were 
installed. Kevin guided her through each; she took note of the 
things she might need. As in the barn, there was a space for guns, for 
ammo, for armor, for explosives, for knives, There were other things 
that hadn't been in Texas, or if they were, they'd been better hidden 
than the rest. He had a cabinet full of various tech items—tiny cam- 
eras and bugs, tracking devices, night-vision goggles, binoculars and 
scopes, cleetromagnetic-pulse generators of various sizes, a few lap- 
top computers, and dozens of gadgets she didn't recognize. He iden- 
tified the code breakers, the frequency readers, the frequency 
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jiammers, the system hackers, the mini-drones.... She lost track after 
while, It was unlikely that she would want to use anything she 
wasn't familiar with. 

The next cabinet was chemical compounds. 

*Yes;" she hissed, digging past the front row to see what was 
behind. “This Lean use.” 

“Thought you'd appreciate that.” 

“Do you mind?” she asked, holding up « sealed cylinder of a 
catalytic she knew she was almost out of. 

“Take whatever you want, I don't think I've ever used any of that 
stuff” 

She crouched down to the lower shelf and loaded several more 
jars and packages into her backpack. Af, this one she needed. “Then 
why do you have it?” 

Kevin shrugged. “I had access, Never look a gift horse—" 

“Hla!” She stared up at him triumphantly. 

“Whar?” 

“You told me that was a stupid saying” 

Kevin raised his eyes to the ceiling, “Sometimes it’s really hard 
not to kick you.” 

“Tknow precisely how you feel.” 

Daniel moved to stand between her and Kevin, She shook her 
head at him. Itwas just banter, With the brief lecture on appropriate 
behavior out of the way, Kevin had shifted back to his normal self — 
something in between a serial killer and the world’s most obnoxious 
big brother. Alex was getting used to it; she didn't mind him as 
much anymore 

Grumbling about silent communication, Kevin stalked back to 
theammo cabinet and started filling a large black bag with reserves. 

“First aid?" she asked. 

“In the knife locker, op shelf” 

There were several zippered black bags over the knives, some of 
them about the size of a backpack, others smaller, like shaving kits. 
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She couldn't reach any of them, so Daniel pulled them down and 
she combed through them on the floor. 

‘The first smaller bag she opened had no medical supplies— 
instead, there were little packets of documents neatly rubber banded 
together for easy sorting, She quickly pulled out a Canadian pass- 
port and glanced at the ID page, As she'd expected, there was a 
photo of Kevin with a different name—Terry Williams. She glanced 
up. Kevin had his back to her. She grabbed two of the packets and 
stuffed them into the bottom of her backpack, then zipped the bag 
closed. 

These particular items wouldn't be of any help to her, but she 
had to be prepared for other outcomes. She pecked at Daniel; he 
wasnt paying attention to her, either. He was looking at the array of 
knives with a disbelieving expression. It made her wonder how long 
he could survive on his own with what he'd learned so far, 

Alex pulled open one of the bigger bags but wasn't thrilled with 
‘what she found inside, Ie was a fairly basic kit, with nothing that she 
didn't already have. She checked the next bag, then the last. Noth- 
ing that wasnt in the first. 

“What's missing?” Kevin asked, 

She jumped slightly; she hadn't heard him approach. He must 
have read her disappointed expression. 

“Td like access to some decent trauma supplies, justin ease...” 

“Okay. Grab up whatever else you want here, and then we'll go 
get some.” 

“Just that eas 

“Sure.” 

She raised one eyebrow. “We're going to walk into a medical 
facility and ask to purchase same surplus?” 

“No!” He made a face implying the stupidity of her suggestion. 
“Haven't you ever heard the phrase It ell offa truck? You got some 
of that knockout stuff on you now?” 

“Yea? 


* she asked skeptically. 
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“Then hurry, so we can get out there before all the trucks have 
finished their deliveries," 


ALEX'S BACKPACK WAS now stocked with ammo forher various 
appropriated guns—the SIG Sauer, the Glock she hadn't aban- 
doned, the shotgun, Daniel’ rifle—and her own PPK. She'd taken 
‘two extra handguns from the stash, because you never knew, and 
ammo for those as well. From the tech case she'd grabbed two sets 
of goggles, some trackers, and two EMP generators of different 
sizes. She wasn't sure what she would use any of them for, but she 
might not have time to get back here if there was an emergency. 
While she shopped through his gear, Kevin reset the lock so that the 
usual birth-date code would let her back in. 

Or Daniel, ifthings really went south, 

“So, what are my options for chemically incapacitating another 
uman being?” Kevin asked when they were back on the road. Alex 
drove this time. 

“Let's see,..do you want airborne or contact?” 

Kevin gave her a sidelong look. “Which do you recommend?” 

“Depends on your approach, Will the target be in an enclosed 

=f 

“How would I know? I'll be improvising.” 

She huffed out a breath, “Fine, Take both. Daniel, can you grab 
the perfume bottle in the outside pocket of my backpack? It's in a 
Ziploc bag.” 

“Found it,” Daniel said after a minute, “Here.” He passed it up 
to Kevin, Kevin turned it over in his hands. 

“Looks empty.” 

“Mm-hm,” Alex agreed, “Pressurized gas, Now,” she ssid, 
stretching her leftarm across her body and holding her hand toward 
him, “Take the silver one.” 

He pulled the ring off her third finger, and then his eyebrows 
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mashed down in surprise when the tiny clear tube and attached rub- 
ber squeeze pouch came out one after the other, like @ couple of 
handkerchiefs from the sleeve of a mediocre magician. His expres- 
sion turned skeptical 

“What's this supposed to do?” 

“See the little hatch on the inside? Swing it open. Be carefull” 

Kevin examined the tiny hallow barb, then looked at the little 
round rubber bag, It was quiet enough to hear the faint sound of 
liquid sloshing inside. 

“Hold the pouch in your palm,” she directed, pantomiming as 
she explained, “Put your hand down hard on your target.” She ges- 
tured to Daniel, who obligingly held out his arm. She grabbed his 
\wrist—not violently, just forcefully, “The subject will feel the prick 
and try to pull away automatically. Hold on, If you're doing it right, 
the liquid in the pouch will be expelled through the barb,” She 
released Daniel when she finished 

“And then what happens?” Kevin asked, 

“Your target takes a nap—for an hour, maybe two, depending 
on his or her size.” 

“This thing is tiny,” he complained, holding the ring between his 
thumb and forefinger and staring through the hole. 

“Sorry. I'll try to have bigger hands for you next time, Put it on 
your pinkie.” 

“Who wears a pinkie ring?” 

She smiled, “I think it will suit perfectly.” 

Daniel chuckled, 

Kevin shoved the ring onto his littlest finger, but it made it only 
over his first knuckle. The pouch barely reached his palm, He'd 
need more tubing if he ever wanted to hide it in his sleeve. He 
frowned at the apparatus for a moment, then suddenly grinned, 
“Neat? 

Daniel leaned forward and gestured to the rings Alex still wore, 
“What do those other two do?” 
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She lifted her right hand, wigeling her ring finger with the gold 
band. “Kills you easy.” She held up the middle finger oFher left hand 
with the rose-gold band. “Kills you hard.” 

“Oh, hey!” Kevin said in sudden realization. “Is that what that 
girlie slap back in West Virginia was about?” 

pare 

“Dan, You're one dangerous litte spider, Ollie” 

She nodded in agreement. “If I were taller or you were shorter, 
‘we wouldn't be having this conversation.” 

“Well, I guess that was your lucky day.” 

She rolled her eyes: 

“Which one did you try to hit me with?” 

She held up the middle finger on het left hand again. 

“Harsh,” Kevin commented. “Why don’t those rings have all the 
extra stuff?” He waved his hand so that the tube and pouch swung 
beneath his hand. 

“Be careful,” she warned, “That could detach.” 

Kevin caught the little bag and cradled it in his palm, “Right.” 

“My other rings are coated with yenom. A little goes a long way. 
Justone drop of cone snail venom is enough to kill twenty men your 
size.” 

“Let me guess, you keep cone snails and black widow spiders as 
pets back home?” 

“No time for pets, and really, black widow venom is on the very 
weak end of the damage scale. No, I used to have access to a lot of 
things. I studied cone snail venom briefly because of the way it targets 
particular classes of receptors, I was never one to waste an opportu- 
nity. [kept what I could and I'm careful with my supplies now.” 

Kevin looked down at the ring he wore again, considering. It 
kept him quiet, which Alex appreciated. 

She chose Howard University Hospital, because it was a level-one 
trauma center and she knew her way around the facility —unless a 
othad changed in the past ten years. 
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She did a slow loop around the buildings, scanning for camera 
placement and police presence. It was not even seven a.m., but there 
were plenty of people coming and going, 

“How about that one?” Kevin asked, pointing. 

“No, that will mostly be linens and paper goods,” she muttered, 

“Take a breale before you do another lap; we don't want to be 
noticed.” 

“Lknow hovy this works,” she lied. 

She drove a few streets west and stopped at a small green space. 
‘A handful of joggers were doing their rounds, but it was otherwise 
fairly empty. They waited in silence for ten minutes, then she pulled 
out and drove a wider circle, staying two blocks out from the roads 
around the hospital, Eventually she spotted something promising — 
white truck labeled HALBERT & SOWERBY SUPPLIERS, She 
‘was familiar with the company and was pretty sure they would have 
usable goods on board. 

She tailed the truck into loading area behind the main building 
of the hospital. Kevin was ready, fingers already wrapped around 
the door handle 

“Just drop me behind them, then wait a block up,” he told her, 

Nodding, she slowed to a brief pause just behind the truck, too 
close for Kevin to be seen in the mirrors. Once he was out, she 
reversed « couple of feet and then drove away at the exact posted 
speed, She glanced into the truck from under her hat as she passed; 
there was only a driver, no passengers, Still, there were plenty of 
people in scrubs and maintenance uniforms on the sidewalk. 
She hoped Kevin could be unobtrusive about this, 

She braked at the stop sign on the comer, wondering how she 
‘was supposed to wait here when there was no parking. Before she 
could decide, she saw the white truck coming up behind her, one car 
back, She drove ahead slowly, goading the car between them to pass, 
then letting Kevin pass, too. She could see the driver—a very 
young.looking black man —leaning against the passenger side win- 
dow with his eyes closed. 
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“Well, there aren't any cops following him. ...yet,” she muttered 
as she began following, 

“Will it hurt the guy?” Daniel asked. “What Kevin stuck him 
with?” 

“Not really, He'll have an awful hangover when he wakes up, but 
nothing permanent.” 

Kevin drove for about twenty minutes, first putting some dis- 
tance between them and the hospital, then seeking the right place 
for the transfer of goods. He decided on a quict industrial park, 
pulling to the back where there were several empty loading spaces 
near closed, roll-down access doors. He backed into one and she 
parked next to him, on the lee side, where she would be invisible to 
anyone entering the lot 

She yanked on a pair of latex gloves, handed another to Daniel, 
and shoved a pair into her pocket. 

Kevin already had the back door of the truck open. She handed 
him the extra gloves, then boosted herself up onto the floor of 
the cargo hold, Everything inside was secured in opaque white 
plastic bins, stacked high and anchored to the walls with red nylon 
cords. 

“Help me get these open,” she instructed, Kevin started pulling 
the bins down and removing the lids. Daniel climbed in and 
followed his lead. Alex went behind them, sorting through her 
options, 

Her main worry was being shot, Itseemed the most likely fallout 
from an offensive action, Of course, she couldn't rule out being 
knifed or beaten with a blunt object. Still, she was very happy when 
she found a bin with blowout kits; each had tourniquets, gauze 
impregnated with QuikClot, and a variety of chest seals. She started 
a pile, adding different kinds of closure strips and gauze packs, 
dressings and compression bandages, chemical heating and cooling 
packs, resuscitation kits, a few bag-valve masks, alcohol and iodine 
swipes, splints and collars, burn dressings, IV catheters and tubing, 
saline bags, and handfuls of sealed syringes, 
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“You planning to start your own field hospital?” Kevin asked. 

“You never know what you might need,” she countered, then 
added in her mind, You might be the one who needs this stuf, idiot. 

“Here,” Daniel offered, turning one of the half-depleted bins 
upside down and dumping what was left into another, He took the 
now-empty bin and started organizing her pile inside. 

“Thanks. I think 've got everything want.” 

Kevin secured the bins to the wall, then wiped down the door. 
She followed him again until he found a place to leave the truck and 
driver, behind a small strip mall, He quickly cleaned his fingerprints 
from the cab, and they were on their way. 

When they got back to the apartment, Raou! the housekeeper 
had been and gone, and Val was lying across a low sofa watching a 
big-screen TV that Alex could have sworn was not there yesterday. 
Te was playing a black-and-white movie. 

‘Today Val wore a pale blue jumpsuit with short shorts and a 
plunging neckline. Einstein lay on the sofa beside her with bis muz- 
zle on her arm, She was petting him shythmically, and he didn't get 
‘up to greet them as they came through the door. He only pounded 
his tail against the sofa when he saw Kevin, 

“So, how did all the spying zo?” she asked lazily, 

“Just boring groundwork,” Kevin said. 

“Ugh, then don't tell me about it, And don’t leave any of that new: 
stuff in here, either, I don't want the clutter.” 

“Yes, mam,” Kevin agreed docilely, and he headed back to Alex 
and Daniel’s room to add to the storage pile. 

“Til get you hooked up on my computer, Olli,” he said as he 
stacked. “You can watch the playback from the cameras Tve got on 
Carston. And you can listen —there’s a bug in the car and a direc- 
tional mike on the office. The car has a tracker, foo, $0 you can fol- 
low his movernents for the past several days.” 

Alex exhaled, already exhausted by the mound of intel to assess. 
“Thanks.” 
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“Tm starved,” Daniel said. “Anyone else for breakfast?” 

*Yes, please,” Alex said at the same time that Kevin answered, 
“Hell, yeah.” 

Daniel smiled and turned for the door. 

Alex watched him walk away, then realized that Kevin was 
watching her watch Daniel. 

“What?” 

Kevin pursed his lips, as if he were looking for the right way to 
express himself, He automatically glanced at the bed—still rum- 
pled; Raoul had not been allowed in here—and shuddered. 

‘Alex turned her back on him and went to retrieve her own com- 
puter, She'd want to mave the important files onto it. 

“Ollie...” 

She didn’tlook up from what she was doing, “What?” 

“Can I..? 

She held her computer to her chest and turned to face him, wait 
ing for him to finish, Unconsciously, she squared her shoulders, 

He hesitated again, then asked, “Can I ask you some questions 
without getting any specific or graphic answers?” 

“Like what?” 

“This thing with Danny...{ don't want him to get hurt.” 

“That's not a question.” 

He glared, then took a deep breath, forcing himself to relax: 
“When we finish up here, where do you go?” 

Iwas her turn to hesitate, “It,,,.wel,itkind of feels like ajinse to 
assume that I'm going to survive, [honestly haven't thought about 


what's next.” 

“C'mon, this isnt that hard,” he said disparagingly. 

“It's not what I do. You handle it your way, I'll handle it mine.” 

“You want me to take care of Carston, too?” 

*No," she growled, though if his tone hadn't been so 
condescending, she would have been tempted, "Tl take eare of my 
‘own problems.” 
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He paused, then asked, “So. 
going to tag along with us after? 

“That wouldn't be my first choice, no. Going with the theory 
that I'm still alive then, of course,” 

“You're a real pessimist.” 

“e's part of the way I plan. Expect the worst.” 

“Whatever, Back to my point—if you go your own way, what 
about Danny? Isit just Good-bye, thanks for the laughs?” 

She looked away, toward the door. “I don't know. That depends 
‘on what he wants, [can't speak for him.” 

Keyin was silent long enough that she finally had to look back. 
His face was uncharacteristically vulnerable, Like always, when his 
features were allowed to relax, he looked a lot more like Daniel. 

“You think he'd choose to follow you?” Kevin asked very quietly. 
“L mean, he just met you, He barely knows you. But ..I guess he 
probably feels like he barely knows me, too, at this point.” 

“Idon't know what he'll want,” she said, “I would never ask him 
to make that choice.” 

Kevin focused on the air-a few inches above her head, “I really 
wanted the chance to make things up to him, To set him up ina life 
he could live with. I was hoping, after a while, we could be brothers 
again.” 

She had an odd urge to walk across the space between them and 
put her hand on his shoulder. Probably just because he was still 
looking like Daniel. 

“L won't get in the way of that,” she promised. She meant it. 
Whatever was best for Daniel, chat was the main thing 

Kevin stared at her fora minute, his face hardening and turning 
back to normal, He blew out a huge sigh. “Well, damn it, Ollie, I 
‘wish I'd just left that Tacoma thing alone. Millions of lives saved — 
really, what does that add up to in the face of my brother sleeping 
with Lucrezia Borgia?” 

Alex froze, “What did you say?” 


what? Do you think you're just 
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He grinned. “Surprised that I know the appropriate historical 
analogy? T did pretty well in school, actually. T've got just as many 
brain cells as my brother.” 

“No, about Tacoma, What do you mean?” 

His grin shifted to confusion. “You know all about that—they 
gave you the file. You interrogated Danny—" 

She leaned toward him, unconsciously clutching her computer 
‘more tightly against her ribs. “This is about the job you did with de 
Ja Fuentes? Does the Tin TCX-1 stand for Tacorma?” 

“T've never heard of TCX-1, The de la Fuentes job was about the 
Tacoma virus,” 

“The Tacoma Plague?” 

“Tnever heard it called thar. What's going on, Ollie?” 

‘Alex yanked open her computer as she climbed onto the foot of 
the bed, She pulled up the most recent file she'd worked on—her 
coded case notes. She scrolled through the list of numbers and ini- 
tials, feeling the bed shift as Kevin put one knee on it, leaning to 
read over her shoulder. 

Tr felt like a long time since she'd written these notes, So much 
had happened, and the thoughts she'd attached to these brief lines 
were faded. 

There it was—terrorist event number three, TP, the Tacoma 
Plague. The letters danced in front of her eyes, only some of them 
resolving into words in her memory. J, [-P, that was the town in 
India, on the Pakistani border. She couldn't remember what the 
name of the terrorist cell was, only that they originated out of Fateh 
‘Jang; She looked at the initials for the connected names: DH—that 
was the scientist, Haugen; OM was Mirwani, the terrorist, and then 
P....The other American she couldn't remember, She pressed het 
fist to her forchead, trying to force her recall 

“Ollie?” Kevin said again, 

“T worked this case—years ago, when the formula was first sto- 
len from the U.S. Long before de la Fuentes got hold of i.” 
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“Stolen from the U.S.? Dela Fuentes got it out of Egypt.” 

“No, it was developed in a lab just outside Tacoma. It was sup- 
posed to be theoretical, just research. Haugen... Dominic Haugen, 
that was the scientist.” The story came back to her as she concen- 
trated. “He was on our side, but with the theft, the situation became 
too sensitive for him to continue where he was. The NSA buried him 
in a lab somewhere under their control, We had the terrorist cell's 
second in command, He gave up the location of the lab in Jammu 
that was suecessfully creating the virus from the stolen blueprints. 
Black ops razed the lab, They thought they had the biological-weapon 
aspect locked up, but there were members of the cell who slipped 
through. As faras [know, the department was still working with the 
CIA on hunting them down a couple of years later... when Barnaby 
was killed.” 

She looked up at him, the wheels in her head spinning so fast 
that she felt physically dizzy, 

“When the CIA called you in, when they burned you—you said 
there were issues you were trying to track down, What were they?” 

‘He blinked fast, reminding her of Daniel again. “The packaging 
on the vaccinations — the outside was in Arabic, but the inside pack. 
aging, the original labels—everything was in English, And the 
name, too: Tacoma, It didn't make sense, Ifde la Fuentes had wanted 
them translated, he would have had it changed from Arabic to Span- 
ish, L wanted to trace the virus back. I was sure it hadn't originated 
in Egypt. | figured there had to be an American or a Brit working 
with the developers somewhere. I wanted to find the guy. You're 
saying this thing started in Washington State?” 

“Ics got to be the same thing. The timing’s right, We get some 
info about this virus, suddenly they start watching me and Barnaby, 
‘Two years later —around the time de la Fuentes got his hands on it, 
right? —they murder Barnaby. That has to be the catalyst. That's 
why they killed him and tried to kill me, Because the virus was out 
there again, and if the public found out, we knew something that 
could connect it back 
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Barnaby had never told her what had triggered his paranoia, why 
he'd decided they needed to be ready to flee. She looked at the 
letters on her sercen, DH, Dominic Haugen. It was unlikely that 
the bad guys would leave Haugen alive if they'd felt the need to 
cerase het and Barnaby. Had Haugen been the first to die? Probably 
in some totally normal, expected way. Car accident. Heart attack. 
There were so many methods to make it look innocent. Had 
Barnaby seen some notice of Haugen’s death? Had that been the 
tip-off? 

She wanted to do a quick search online, but if she was right 
about this, then Haugen’s name was sure to be flagged. Anyone 
inquiring into his death—no matter how anonymous the method — 
‘would be noticed. 

‘Who was the P? She couldn't even be positive she had that etter 
right. Ir had been a fleeting mention. Something short, she thought, 
something snappy... 

“Ollie, the packaging. it looked .,. professional? Is thar the 
right word? It wasn't something put together in a makeshift lab 
somewhere in the Middle East.” 

‘They stared at each other fora moment. 

“Lalways thought it was a stretch,” she murmured, “That some- 
cone could actually fabricate the virus from nothing more than Hau- 
gen’s theoretical design. It seemed the equivalent of winning the 
terrorist lottery” 

You think they stole more than notes?” 

“Haugen must have done it—actually created the thing. If there 
‘was a supply that large, if the vaccine was packaged up so neatly... 
they must have been producing it. So working on weaponized 
viruses wasnt just Haugen’s weekend hobby. It was a military proj- 
ect. There were hints of that... something about a lieutenant gener- 
al’s involvement. No one wanted to follow up on the American side 
of things, They kept us focused on the cell. Usually they let us ask. 
the questions that naturally followed... but I remember, this was 
different, Carston fed me the questions he wanted.” 
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*So we got burned on the same case,” Kevin said darkly 

“don’t believe in that big a coincidence.” 

“Neither do 1” 

“Who are they protecting?” Alex wondered. “Whoever itis, he's 
gotto be calling the shots, Which means he knows about both of us.” 

“Which means we've got to get to him, too.” 

‘They stared ar each other again. 

“Alex? Kev? Guys? Is this place soundproofed?” 

Alex looked up slowly, her eyes not totally focusing on Daniel 
walking through the doorway. 

“Is something wrong?” Daniel asked in a quieter tone as he took 
in the tableau. He hurried to the bed and put one hand on Alex's 
shoulder 

“Just putting a few things together,” Kevin said grimly. 

Daniel looked to Alex. 

“We need to add another name to our lis,” she told him. 

“Who?” 

“That's the problem,” Kevin said. 

“Let me think,” Alex said. “IF I didn't know the answer to that 
question, they wouldn't be trying to kill me.” She glanced up at 
Kevin, “know this is incredibly nonspecific, but did you ever hear 
a name beginning with a Pinvolved with this on your end2” 

“A P?T'll have to think about it, but not offhand, I'll go through 
Deavers’s calls again, see if I can turn anything up.” 

“1'll work on it while I go through the Carston stuff” 

Kevin nodded, then looked at Daniel. “I hope you came in here 
because there's some food ready, Got to feed Olllie’s big brain so she 
can figure this out” 


THEY SET THEIR computers up on the big kitchen island and 
started into it while they ate. Val and Einstein hadn't moved, but they 
were watching the shopping channel now. Daniel pulled a stool up 
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beside Alex and looked on as she scanned through the video of the 
front of Carston’s very respectable-looking town house. She 
fastforwarded through the downtime when no one was in residence, 
simultaneously listening to Carston’s phone calls on her earbuds. Car- 
ston was careful—his work conversations were vague, never naming 
‘any person or project specifically, and since the office calls were 
recorded on an exterior microphone, she could only bear his side. He 
used so many pronouns it was impossible to follow. She could tell only 
that there were afew hes and bins that were getting on Carston's nerves 
ina bad way and that at least one project was not going well. He 
sounded stressed. That could have been because of what happened in 
‘Texas and the e-mail to Deavers, Did Carston feel in danger? Did he 
think Kevin knew about him? He would have to play itsaf, justin case. 
CCarston didnt get to where he was now by not being paranoid enough. 

Hishouse had an alarm system, omamental bars on the first-floor 
windows, and exterior cameras. Some of the footage Kevin gave her 
appeared to be from those cameras—he must have hacked into the 
system. The street wasn't ideal —lots of close neighbors, lots of activ- 
ity on the street both morning and night. A plethora of witnesses. 

*You have to break into ¢bat2” Daniel muttered as she pulled up 
yet another camera angle of the barred windows. 

“Hopefully not.” 

Alex pointed to the small woman who was walking up the front 
stairs, She had several paper grocery bags weighing her down as she 
stuck her key in the door and unlocked the dead bolt. From this 
angle, Alex could see as she paused in the doorway and punched in 
the code for the alarm. Her hand covered the keypad; there was no 
wway to read the sequence. 

“Housekeeper?” Daniel asked. 

“Looks like. And she does his shopping.” 

“Is that good?” 

“Tr might be. If 1 could get a new face so I would be able to 
follow her around a bit.” 
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“What about me?” Daniel asked, “I haven't been on the news in 
awhile.” 

“Daniel, we haven't watched the news in a while,” she 
pointed out. 

“Ob, You think: they're doing the badl-guy story now?" 

“Is possible. We should check it out.” 

“You want the news?” Val called from the sofa in the adjacent 
toom, 

“Um, not if you're using the TV now," Daniel said politely. 

“There's another one in the cabinet to the left of the fridge, two 
over? she told them, 

Daniel walked to the indicated cupboard and pulled the door 
open to reveal a television screen recessed into the space, The door 
rolled back into aside pocket. 

“Sweet? Kevin muttered, glancing up from his own computer 
for halfa second. 

Alex went back to her research while Daniel flipped through 
channels until he found a twenty-four-hour news network, He set 
the volume low, then came back to sit with her. 

‘Alex didn’t hear Val get up, but suddenly the blonde was leaning 
over her shoulder, 

“That looks really dull” she commented. 

“Well, adding my mortality into the equation spices it up a bit)” 
Alex told her, 

“Did you say you needed a new face?” 

“Um, yes. See, the bruises and bandages make me too 
memorable.” 

“And being memorable isn’t a good thing in your ease?” 

“No? 

“Teould do that.” 

“Huh?” Alex asked, 

“Give you a new face.” 

‘Alex turned to give Val her full attention. “What do you mean?” 
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his would be easier if you'd stop trying to do two things at 
once,” Val complained. 

“Sorry, I'm sort of on a deadline” 

“Just hold your head still” 

‘Alex did the best she could, She had Kevin's laptop on her knees 
with her earbuds plugged into it. While Carston was in his car, she 
could hear both sides of the conversation. Unfortunately, it seemed 
Carston usually chose to use his driving time to connect with his 
only daughter, Erin, They spoke almost nonstop about the 
granddaughter—the one whose picture was in Alex's ocket—and 
after the first forty-minute discussion about which prekindergarten 
program was most likely to result in an Ivy League happy ending, 
‘Alex had started fast-forwarding as soon as she heard the daughter's 
voice or, if Carston was in the office, the special tone he used only to 
speak to Erin. They talked a lot more than Alex would have 
expected. She stretched her fingers clown and touched the Play but: 
ton. Erin was still blathering on, something about taking Livvy to 
the zoo, Alex hadn't missed anything, She hit fast forward again. 

[want you to know this is an imperfect job, and it’s your fault.” 

“Any imperfections are on me, agreed,” Alex said. 

Val had turned Alex away from the wall of mirrors in the bath 
room so she couldn't see what was being done. She knew only thatt 
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feltlikea coat of heavy, oil-based paint had been applied to her skin. 
Something pulled across the slash on her jaw, tight and constricting. 

She'd thought the guest bathroom was opulent, bu this palace was 
insane, Two families of ve could live comfortably in just this room, 

She focused her attention back on her computer screen. The 
housekeeper was arriving again at Carston's. It looked like she 
brought grocetics in about every other day. Alex noted the things 
she could see inthe tops of the bags —a quart of organic skim milk, 
a box of bran cereal, OJ, coffee beans. She had the housekeeper’s 
license plate, and Kevin had gotten an address. After dark, Alex 
could run out and put a tracker on the woman’s car so she could 
follow her to the store. 

She checked the audio again, and Erin was saying her good:- byes. 
Alex didn't know how Garston was able to devote so much time to 
listening to his daughter talk. It was a good thing he had only one 
child. Probably he multitasked, just like Alex was doing. 

On his work calls, there had been no names mentioned at all, Jet 
alone one that started with a P, She felt as though if she could just 
push this worry to the back of her mind, her subconscious would 
figureit out for her. Unfortunately, she couldn't stop obsessing about 
it, $0 of course she wasn't making any progress: 

“Okay, the final touch,” Val said, wrestling a wig onto Alex's 
head. 

“Ouch.” 

“Beauty is pain. You can look now.” 

‘Alex stood stiffly—she'd been immobile for too long—and 
revolved to face the mirrors. 

Ik gave her a start, She didn't recognize herself right away as the 
short woman standing next to Val 

“How...” Her fingers went automatically to the place where her 
scabbed wound should be. 

Val slapped her hand away. “Don't touch anything, you'll 
smearit” 
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“Where did it all 20?” 

‘The face of the woman in the mirror was unmarred and perfect. 
Her skin looked like it belonged to a dewy fourteen-year-old. Her 
eyes were huge, enhanced without looking overdone, Her lips were 
fuller, her cheekbones more pronounced. She had shoulder-length, 
medium brown hair with reddish highlights, It fell in flattering lay- 
ers around those suddenly high cheekbones. 

“Voila, your new face,” Val said. “That was fun, Next time, lim 
trying you as blonde. You have a good skin tone—it will look nat- 
tural with alot of shades.” 

“This is amazing. I can't believe it. Where did you learn how to 
do this?” 

“L playa lot of different roles.” Val shrugged. “Burit’s fun having 
amodel. always wanted one of those big Barbie styling heads when 
Iwasa kid,” She reached out and patted the top of Alex's wig. “Oru 
little sister. Bur the plastic head was my preference.” 

“im probably ten years older than you,” Alex protested. 

“What a nice compliment. But whatever my age might actually 
be, you're still not older when it comes to the things that count.” 

"TF you say so.” Alex wasnt about to argue; Val bad just handed 
free card, “My own mother 


her an unexpected get-out-of 
wouldn't know me.” 
“I can go sexier,” Val promised. “But you wanted inconspicu- 
“This is probably the sexiest I've looked in my whole life, I'd be 
scared to see what sexier looks like.” 

“Tet Danny would like it,” Val purred. 

“By the way...where did I screw that up? What tipped you off 
there?” 

Val smiled, “Please, When two people are that into each other, it 
radiates off them. You didn't do anything,” 

‘Alex sighed. “Thanks for passing your observations on to 
Kevin.” 


ous. 
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*Youre being sarcastic, but you sbowid thank me. Arent things 
ccasier now, without the secrecy? 

“I guess so... but he neatly shor mein the bead, so there’ tha.” 

Alex approached the mirror wall and leaned in close to examine 
the disguise, There was some kind of prosthetic skin covering the 
wound on her jaw. She moved her mouth carefully, watching for 
expressions that might pull too far, make the fread obvious. She 
could see a slight rinple when she smiled, but the layers of the wig 
mostly obscured that part of her face anyway. She woukin't have to 
worry about someone noticing something wrong with her, even 
close up. Sure, people would be able to tell she was wearing makeup, 
‘but most normal women did. Hardly something that would draw 
atrention. 

‘She could accelerate her plans now. She didn't need to wait for 
dark. She grinned, then smoothed the expression to ease the tension 
in her fake skin. The new freedom was a heady thing. 

Alex skipped quickly down the stairs, compurer tucked under 
her arm, She already had a pretty workable plan —low risk.minimal 
‘exposure —so she was listening to the calls oaly in the vain hope 
that Carston would screw up and say something meaningful. It was 
unlikely, but she'd finish it out. Later. Right now she could get 
started on the specific preparation. 

“Huh, Kevin grunted. Alex saw him look past her to where Val 
followed. “Hey, Val, how many vingins did you have to sacrifice to 
make her look like thar?” 

“Idon't need any satanic help to do what I de.” Val responded. 
“And virgins aren't useful for anything” 

Daniel gocup from the couch where he was watching the news — 
taking it seriously as his assignment —and came around the stairs 10 
see what Kevin and Val were talking about. 

‘Alex hesitated on the bottom stair, feeling oddly vulnerable. She 
‘wasn't used to caring if she looked pretty or not. 

‘Daniel did a small double take, then his face relaxed into a smile. 
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“I'd gotten so used to seeing you with the bruises, I'd almost 
forgotten what you looked like without them,” he said, and then his 
grin got wider, “It’s nice to see you again.” 

Alex knew she hadn't looked like rhit on the train, but she let 
itgo. 

“Tim headed out to place the tracker” Alex told them. “Shouldn't 
take me long,” 

“Do you want me to come?” Daniel asked. 

“Better to keep your face hidden in the daytime," she told him, 
He didn't look happy about it, but his expression was resigned. She 
imagined how she would feel ifhe ran out to do some surveillance, 
and she could understand his reluctance. 

“Iewon'tbe anything,” she promised. 

“Take the sedan,” Kevin said, gesturing to a set of keys on the 
counter. 

“Wilco,” Alex said, imitating his soldier tone. He didn’t seem to 

notice. 
Carston’s housekeeper would probably be home by now, unless 
she had errands to run, She only worked mornings there. Of course, 
she could have other clients, but Alex imagined that Carston would 
pay well so he wouldn't have to share—he would want her free if he 
needed something, Alex drove the black sedan across town, not all 
that far, really, from Daniel's empty apartment. She was glad he was 
safely tucked away at Val’s. She was sure they'd have some kind of 
surveillance on his place, just hoping he'd be stupid enough to come 
back for his toothbrush or favorite Tshirt. 

The housekeeper’ neighborhood had street parking only. She 
found the decade-old white minivan a block over from the apart- 
ments where the woman lived, There was plenty of traffic, both cars 
and pedestrians. She found a spot near the minimart on the corner 
and set off for a walk 

The early.summer heat had her sweating almost immediately 
Unlike Kevin, she didn’t have a myriad of costumes to choose from, 
so she was in her blazer again today, and it felt twice as thick as 
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usual. Oh, well, she needed the pockets. Hopefully the makeup 
wouldnt sweat off. 

‘There were enough people around her that she felt invisible, just 
one of the herd, The numbers dwindled as she crossed over to the 
next block, but she still didnt stand out, 

She pulled her phone out of her pocket and hit Redial. 

Kevin answered on the first ring, “What's the problem, 
Oleander?” 

“Just calling to say hi” she told him. 

“Ah, Blending?” 

*Of course.” 

“Tall to Danny. I don't have time to blend with you.” 

“Tid prefer it anyway,” she said, but he was already gone. 

She heard a thud as the phone hit something, and then Daniel 
said, “Ouch.” 

Alex took a deep, calming breath. Kevin always made her want 
tostab things 

“Alex, are you all right?” 

“Absolutely.” 

Kevin shouted something in the background, 

“Kevin says youte trying to look natural,” Daniel said. 

“That's part of,” she agreed. 

She was only two cars from the minivan now. There was @ man 
ahead of her but walking in the same direction so his back was to 
her, She couldn't hear anyone close behind her, but there could be 
someone who had her in his sight line, She didn't turn to look. 

*So I guess we should talk about something normal people talk 
about,” Daniel was saying 

“Right” 

“Um, what would you like for dinner? Do you want to stay in 
again?” 

Alex smiled. “Staying in sounds great. I'll eat anything you feel 
like cooking.” 
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“You make things too easy for me.” 

“There are enough difficulties in the world without adding my 
own.” She flipped a few locks of the wig out of her eyes, her fingers 
knocking into the phone. It skittered across the sidewalk and tee- 
tered on the edge of the curb, “Hold on,” she called toward it. “1 
dropped the phone.” 

She knelt and swiped the phone up, holding on to the edge of the 
minivan’s wheel well for support. She jumped back to her feet, 
brushing ar the knees of her leggings. 

“Sorry about that,” she said. 

“Did you just plant the tracking device?” 

She started walking again, heading for the end of the block, 
where she could begin circling back to the car, “Yes.” 

“Very smooth.” 

“Ltold you it was nothing. I'll see you soon,” 

“Drive safe. Love you” 

Kevin shouted something in the background, and there was 
another thud close beside the phone, 

“Are you kidding?” Daniel shouted back, "A knife?” 

‘Alex ended the call and picked up the pace a little, She couldn't 
leave them alone for twenty minutes, 

‘Things had returned to normal—or her new version of it—by 
the time she got back to the apartment, Daniel was still studiously 
‘watching the news. Val had just brought Einstein back from a walk 
and was filling the lovely crystal bow! with water for him. Kevin was 
watching the feed from his cameras and sharpening a machete, 
Home sweet home. 

“Anything?” she asked Daniel, 

“Nothing about me. Apparently the vice presidentis bowing out 
before the election after all. I guess those recent scandal rumors 
aren't entirely unfounded. So of course, everyone is speculating 
about who President Howland will select for his running mate.” 

“Fascinating,” Alex murmured in a tone that implied the 


407 


STEPHENIE MEYER 


opposite, She dumped her bag onto one of the white bar stools, sat 
on the next one over, and opened her computer, All seemed quiet at 
Casa Garston, so she started scrubbing backward to see if she'd 
missed anything while she was out. So far she hadn't discovered any 
regular visitors besides the housekeeper and the security service that 
drove by once daily in the afternoon, 

Daniel lipped to a different news network, where another ver- 
sion of the same story was running. “You don't care who the presi- 
dent runs with?” he asked. “Howland’s pretty popular. Whoever he 
chooses will probably be the vice president, and possibly the presi- 
dent four years from nov.” 

“Ventriloquist dummies,” Kevin grumbled, setting down the 
machete and starting to work on a long boning knife. 

Alex nodded in agreement as she slowed the feed to warch two 
teenagers amble past Carston’s house and up the block, 

“What do you mean?” Daniel asked. 

“don't worry about the puppet,” Kevin said. “Lworry about the 
uy pulling the strings.” 

“That's a pretty cynical attitude about the democratic nation you 
used to work for.” 

Kevin shrugged. “Yup.” 

“Alex, Republican or Democrat?” Daniel asked. 

“Pessimist.” 

She reached for the other computer, the one with the bugged 
calls on it, and plugged in her headphones. 

So nobody cares that the front-runner is some ultra-right sena- 
tor from Washington State who used to work for the Defense 
Intelligence Agency?” 

The first call Alex had missed was from the daughter again — 
she could tell from Carston’s warm, fatherly voice. She started 
fast-forwarding, 

“Makes sense,” Val was saying, pulling a rubber band out of her 
hair. She was wearing sweaty workout clothes and looked like she 
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should be on a Maxime cover anyway, “Howland is soft. Get someone 
with a conservative edge, pull some voters off the fence. Plus, the 
new guy is one part grandpa, one part silver fox, with a catchy 
two-syllable name. Howland could do worse.” She shook her golden 
hair out, and it fell into perfect waves down her back. 

“Irs sad, but you're probably right. Just a beauty pageant.” 

“Everythings, honey,” Val rold him. 

Alex stopped to check the recording, but Carston was still just 
listening and muttering kindly mzm-bmms, She sped it up again. 

“L suppose I should get used to it, since Timagine I don't get to 
vote anymore.” Daniel frowned, “Vice President Pace, Do you think 
he was born with that name, or did he alter it to make it 
voter-friendly? Wade Pace. Is that something you would name 
akid?” 

“T wouldn't name a kid anything,” Val said. “Because 1 would 
never be dumb enough to bring one home.” 

Alex's fingers reached down automatically to stop the 
recording, 

“Wha was that?" she asked. 

“Just explaining that I'm not the mom type,” Val said. 

“No, Daniel, what was that name?" 

“Senator Pace? Wade Pace?” 

“That name... it sounds familiar.” 

“I think everyone knows his name,” Daniel said. “He's been 
positioning himself for this kind of promotion, not exactly low 
profile.” 

“I don't follow politics,” Alex said, She stared at the TV now but 
it just showed some news anchor, “How much do you know about 
this guy?” 

“Just the stuff they're running on the news,” Daniel answered. 
“Sterling service record, all the normal clichés.” 

“He was military?” 

“Yes, some kind of general, I think.” 
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“A lieutenant general?” 

“Maybe.” 

Kevin was paying attention now, “Wade Pace. Pace with a P, 
‘That our guy?” 

‘Alex stared into space, unconsciously rocking slightly back and 
forth on her stool. “He's from Washington State...he worked 
defense intelligence...” She looked up at Kevin, “Let's say the DIA 
is theoretically exploring some biological-weapons options. This 
guy's already got some political aspirations, so of course he makes 
sure the money gets spent in his hometown. They would have had 
plenty of innocuous goals on the surface—all the outsiders would 
see was the economic boost. Probably helped get him his seat in the 
Senate, Great. But then, years later, the fabricated virus is stolen. 
Obviously, no one can know that he ever hada hand in its creation. 
No one can know it exists. We track down the bad guys, and they 
give up too much information. Wade Pace has big dreams. Anyone 
who heard his name in connection with this virus 

“Has to be preemptively silenced,” Kevin finished. “And who 
knows exactly what the too-thorough CIA agent might have seen? 
Better shut him up, too.” 

“Can't take any chances,” Alex whispered. “Not when you're 
reaching this high.” 

Iwas silent for thirty seconds, 

“Wow,” Val said, so loudly it made Alex jump. “Are you guys 
going to assassinate the vice president?” She sounded utterly thrilled 
by the idea, 

“He's not the vice president yet,” Kevin said, "He's nothing, offi- 
cially. That means no Secret Service.” 

Daniel's mouth was hanging open, 

Higher stakes again, but not by so very much. In the end, no 
‘matter what else he represented, Wade Pace was just one beating 
heart. 

Kevin locked eyes with Alex. “So he put a hit out on me, my 


a0 


THE CHEMIST 


brother, you, your friend ...s0 he could try to be president. Oh, Tm 
going to enjoy this one.” 

She opened her mouth but then quickly snapped it shut again, It 
would be a lot easier and safer —for her —to let Kevin do as much 
of the wet work as possible. 

But there was her anonymity —Daniel’s, too, so she might as well 
Jump in Kevin's matching face—which had to be protected above 
all else if this plan was going to work. Kevin might be better at kill- 
ing people than she was, but she was pretty sure that she was better 
at doing it with minimal ripples. I/you want sometbing done right... 

“As much as I hate to deprive you of any fun, I think you might 
‘want to let me take this one.” She shivered slightly. This was proba- 
bly a big mistake. Was she turning into the adrenaline junkie she'd 
accused Daniel of being? She didn’t chink so. She felt nothing but 
dread at the idea of adding another job to her list. “Quiet is the goal, 
right? It won't get too much attention if our wannabe president dies 
of a heart attack or a stroke—not the same coverage as if he were 
found shot in some kind of home invasion.” 

“L can be quiet,” Kevin insisted. His eyebrows were pulling 
down into a scowl 

“Natural-causes quiet?” 

"Close enough.” 

“Close enough puts our other targets on high alert.” 

“They're already on high alert." 

“So how do you see this happening?” 

“Tlimprovise when I get there.” 

“Sound plan.” 

You know how many people die in houschold accidents every 
day in this country?” 

“No, But I'm positive that more white men in their early sixties 
die from health-related problems than from any other reason.” 

“Okay, great, a heart attack would be the quietest way for Pace to 
dic, agreed. How are you going to get in, shorty? Knock on the door 


an 


: STEPHENIE MEYER 
and ask to borrow a cup of sugar? Be sure to wear your frilly 
apron—teally sell it.” 

“Tcan adapt the Carston plan. I'll just need a few more days of 
research on Pace— 

Kevin's hand slapped loudly against the counter, “We don't have 
that kind of time, We've delayed too long asi. You know Deavers 
and Carston aren't wasting the prep time we've already given thert.” 

“Rushing just leaves openings they can take advantage of Proper 
preparation —” 

“You are so annoying!” 

She hadn't realized how close together she and Kevin had 
gotten—pretty much spitting in each other's face from about six 
inches away—until Daniel’s hand suddenly shot in between them. 

“Can Tinterrupt to suggest the obvious?” he asked. 

Kevin smacked his hand away, “Stay out of it, Danny.” 

Alex took « deep, calming breath, “What's obvious?” she asked 
Daniel. 

“Alex, you have the best plan for how to...1um, assassinate the 
senator.” He shook his head quickly, “Icantt believe this is real.” 

“Its real,” Kevin said harshly, “And I woulda’ call a plan with 
no entry point the best plan.” 

“Let me finish. Alex has the best, .. methodology. Kevin, you 
have the best chance of getting in undetected.” 

“Yeah, I do," Kevin said belligerently. 

“Oh,” Alex said, feeling suddenly disgruntled for some reason, 
Probably just bruised pride and the irritation of having to cooperate 
with someone so obnoxious, “You're tight,” she admitted to Daniel. 
“Again.” 

Hesmiled. 

“What?” Kevin demanded, “And stop with the goo-goo eyes, 
you'll make me vomit.” 

“Obviously’—Alex drew the word out into almost five 
syllables —“we have to do this together, You go in with my pre- 


412 


THE CHEMIST 


mixed solution in hand, Actually...” Her brain started turning over 
options. “More than one solution, I think. We'll have to stay in con- 
tact so T can guide you to the best application —” 

Kevin gave her a withering look. “You're in command, and Pm 
jnst following orders on the ground?” 

Alex stared him down, “Tell me your better plan.” 

Kevin rolled his eyes, but then refocused. “Fine, Itmakes sense, 
Whatever.” 

‘Alex felt better already. She could perform het part without any 
risk. And though she didn't love to admit it, she knew Kevin could 
dois. 

Kevin snorted like he could hear her thoughts, then said, “Can I 
ask one favor?” 

“What do you want?” 

“When you're mixing your little beakers of poison, could you 
make this one hurt? Hurt bad?” 

‘Alex smiled in spite of her fear, “That I can manage.” 

‘He pursed his lips for a minute, “This is weird, Ollie. I...well, 
almost like you right now.” 

“The feeling will pass.” 

“You're right—ir's fading already.” He sighed, *How long will 
‘you need with your chemistry set?” 

‘Alex calculated quickly, “Give me three hours.” 

“Til research my new target, then.” 

Kevin grabbed his machete and other knives and headed 
upstairs, whistling, 

Alex stood and stretched. Even with the new pressure and 
attached dread, it felt good to have the answer, The missing name 
had been an irritant, like an itch on the inside of her skull. Now she 
could concentrate on her next move, 


“ALL RIGHT, 1’M inthe master bath.” 
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Kevin's voice was muted, for Kevin, but still louder than Alex felt 
was safe. If she'd mentioned her concern, he would only have 
reminded her that he was the expert now, but still, He was just 50 
cocky. 

Alex wondered if he'd brought Einstein into the house with him, 
Probably, she thought, but of course the dog made no sound. 

*Make sure you've got his side of things. I don't want to kill the 
wife” Alex couldn't bring herself to speak above a whisper despite 
his apparent comfort. 

“Whar” 

“Make sure you find his stuff,” she murmured a little louder. 
“Nothing unises, like toothpaste.” 

“Tm pretty sure the righthand side medicine cabinet belongs to 
our guy. Refill safety razor blades, Excedrin, SPP forty-five sun- 
block, Centrum Silver, some makeup, but it’s all flesh tones...” 

“Be positive” 

“Tam. Lots of lipsticks and perfumes on the left side.” 

*Some things they might share... check the drawers tunder the 
medicine cabinet.” 

Alex pictured the pretty blond woman she'd seen standing 
beside Wade Pace in the official photos. Carolyn Josephine 
Merritt Pace. She was only ten years the senator's junior, but she 
looked! full quarter of a century younger. Whatever surgeries she 
had undergone, she'd been circumspect enough to keep things min- 
imal; she'd retained her warm, beaming smile that crinkled the cor- 
ners of her eyes and had every appearance of being genuine. She'd 
inherited a fortune from her aristocratic southern family, much of 
which she used to fund her various causes —literacy, feeding hun- 
try children, saving music programs in inner-city schools, building 
shelters for the homeless. Never anything controversial. She had 
been a stay-atthome mother for their two daughters, both of whom 
had graduated from Magnolia League schools and were now mar- 
ried to respectable men—a pediatrician and a college professor. 
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From everything Alex had learned in her hurried research about the 
senator's wife, Mrs, Merritt Pace seemed a pleasant enough woman, 
Certainly not deserving of the painful death her husband was about 
to suffer, Hopefully about to suffer, Alex amended. There was still 
so much that was left to luck. 

“T've got three boxes of bar soap, a pack of extra toothbrushes, 
ChapStick in two flavors, cherry and strawberry ..pomade, cotton 
pads, Q-tips...Next drawer down—oh, now here we go. Hemor- 
thoid cream. That's fitting: Suppositories, too. Whatcha think, 
Ollie2” 

“That might work. I'd love to.use something topical rather than 
going the oral route, just to separate this as much as possible from 
Carston, But he might not use either the eream or the suppositories 
regularly.” 

“A good point, Though it would be so great to literally shove this 
poison up—oh, hey, is our guy a smoker?” 

"Um. ..hold on ane second.” 

Alex typed the phrase Does Wade Pace smoke? into her open 
browser window. She was immediately flooded with articles and pic- 
tures. She clicked on the images—poor-quality photographs taken 
from behind or at a great distance. Wade Pace— younger than he 
‘was now, still some dark in his hair, usually in a military uniform — 
‘was never at the center of the photo, but it was easy enough to pick 
him out, cigarette in hand, And then the more recent photos where 
he war centered; these were after he'd morphed into the “silver fox” 
Val had called him, and he never held a cigarette. But several pho- 
tographers had focused in on the nicotine patch just slightly visible 
through the sleeve of his white button-down. Another on vacation, 
in a garish Hawaiian shirt, the bottom corer ofthe tan patch show- 
ing just below the sleeve. The vacation picture was from April. Not 
that long ago. 

“Looks like he used to be,” Alex said. “Tell me you found the 


patches.” 
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“NicoDerm CQ. One half-used box, with three unopened pack- 
ages behind it. Pll check the trash.” 

Alex waited eagerly through the short silence. 

“Affirmative, Used patches in the trash under his sink. I'd say 
this bin gets emptied regularly. So he's still actively using them.” 

“This couldn't be more perfect,” Alex said through her teeth. 
“Use the syringe marked with the number three.” 

“Gori” 

She could hear the quiet pull of a zipper. 

“Don't let the liquid come in contact with your skin, Come at it 
from the seam—don't leave an obvious pinhole.” 

“Tm not an idiot, How much?” 

“Depress the syringe halfway.” 

“Its pretty small, are you sure—you know what, never mind. 
How soon will it dey?” 

“A few hours, Purit—* 

“Underneath the top patch, right?” Kevin interrupted. “Second 
down.” 

“Yes, that willl work.” 

‘Alex heard Kevin's low chuckle, 

“Mission accomplished. Wade Pace is one very deserving dead 
‘man walking. Moving on to target number two” 

“Will you check in when you're in position?” 

“Negative. Should be less than twenty-four. 'l see you back at 


“Get on your guy, Ollie.” 

Her voice was a little higher-pitched when she answered. “Yeah, 
Til have thar, um, done before you're back.” 

He tuned into her nervousness, and his tone became gruff, com 
manding. “You'd better. If I cause ripples, your plan might not 


< work.” 


“Right” 
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He disconnected before she could, Again. 

Alex took a deep breath and set the phone and the computer 
clown on the bed next to her. 

Daniel was cross-legged on the floor at her feet, one hand curled 
loosely around her calf. His eyes hadn't left her face throughout the 
phone cal 

“Did you get all thar?” she asked. 

Daniel nodded. “I can’t believe he didn't wake anyone. Tell me 
my voice isn't so piercing,” 

She grinned. “It's not.” 

He leaned forward to put his chin on her knee, She felt his hand 
tighten around her leg 

“And now it’s your turn.” He said the words in barely more than 
whisper, but the volume didn't disguise his intensity. 

“Not quite yet.” She glanced automatically at the digital clock 
she'd set up as part of her temporary lab, The display read 4:15. “I've 
gota few hours till showtime.” 

She felt the shift against her skin as his jaw tightened. 

“Tm not doing anything dangerous,” she reminded him. “I won't 
be breaking into anyone's fortress, Its not so different from placing 
the tracker.” 

“Tknow. Ukeep telling myself that.” 

‘Alex stood, stretching, and Daniel leaned back to give her room. 
She nodded to the corner where her lab equipment was spread out 
inefficiently across a variety of end tables. She'd taken advantage of 
the setup to create a healthy supply of Survive after she was done 
with the recipes for Pace. 

“Tsuppose I should clean this up before it upsets Val” 

Daniel got to his feet. “Can Thelp?” 

“Sure. Just dont touch anything without gloves.” 

It-didn’t take long; she'd had so much practice setting her lab up 
and taking it down, sometimes with an urgent deadline. Daniel was 
quick to grasp the order of things, and soon he had the proper case 
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ready before she had the equipment totally dismantled, As she care- 
fully wrapped up the last round-bottomed flask, she glanced at the 
clock again, She still had hours before Val would need to start on 
her makeup, 

*You look exhausted,” Daniel commented. 

“We got an early start. Val will fix me up so Tim presentable.” 

“A nap might not hurt, either” 

‘Alex was fairly sure that she wouldn't be able to fall asleep. She 
‘was working to seem composed so that Daniel wouldn't worry, but 
in truth she could feel the seeds of panic beginning to take root in 
her stomach lining: Not that she'd lied to him about anything she 
would be doing, but she wasn't anywhere close to relaxed about the 
next phase. The actual action part. The truth was, she'd fallen back. 
into her usual mind-set, gotten very comfortable with preparation. 
Now that was time for her to implement the plan, her nervous sys- 
tem was in overdrive. Still, even just resting would probably be 
smart. 


"Good idea.” 


AS ALEX WATCHED Carston’s housekeeper walk through the 
automatic doors into the huge supermarket, she took a few slow, 
deep breaths, trying to center herself. She examined her face in the 
visor mirror and was reassured by the illusion Val had created. Alex 
\was sandy blond today, quite believably so, Her makeup appeared 
understated, despite all the coverage. Alex was happy to see that her 
nose was settling into its new shape, probably permanently, Every 
litte bit helped. 

A few other shoppers parked and entered, and Alex knew it was 
time to move, One more deep breath, This wasn't that hard, Just a 
normal shopping trip for now, 

Inside, the market was busy. It was a diverse group of patrons, 
and Alex was sure she wouldn't stick out. She was suddenly 
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reminded of Daniel’s catastrophic shopping spree in Childress, and 
she was surprised to find herself smiling. She blamed her reaction 
con nerves. 

Despite the traffic, it wasn't hard to find the woman she was 
looking for, The housekeeper was weating a bright yellow cotton 
wrap dress, and the color stood out. Rather than follow her through 
the store, Alex worked the opposite pattern and crossed paths with 
her every other aisle, It put Alex in the woman's sight line more 
often but seemed more natural, less creepy. The woman —who 
appeared to be about fifty from close up, in good shape and fairly 
attractive —paid Alex no attention. Meanwhile Ales filled her cart 
with random items that seemed innocuous —milk, bread, 
toothpaste —and then added the few items that mattered. 

Carston liked these small bottles of organic orange juice, They 
‘must expire quickly, because the housekeeper bought a few every trip 
butnever stocked up, Alex grabbed three—the same number as in the 
housekeeper’s cart —and put them in the front child seat ofher own. 

She wheeled over to an empty aisle—no one was looking for 
birthday cards or office supplies this morning—and then uncapped 
the small syringe in her pocket. It was a very slender needle, and it 
left almost no mark behind when she pushed it through the plastic 
of the orange juice bottle, just under the screw-off cap. She kept her 
body turned toward the cards, as if she were looking for the perfect 
sentimental phrase. When she was done, she grabbed a glittery con- 
sgratulations card in hot pink and put it in the cart. Maybe she'd give 
ito Kevin when he finished his mission, It was the kind of glitter 
that would stick to someone for days. 

She and Barnaby had called this drug simply Heare Attack, 
because that's what it caused, Sometimes after the interrogation was 
over, the department needed to dispose of a subject in @ way that 
Jooked natural. After about three hours, Heart Attack: broke down 
into a metabolite that was nearly impossible to trace, A man of Car- 
ston’s age, in his physical condition, and factoring in the high-stress 
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job —well, Alex greatly doubted that anyone would look too eare- 
fully at the cause of death, at east in the very beginning. Sure, ifhe 
\were twenty-five and ran marathons, it might look more suspicious. 

‘Alex moved to the bakery next, because it was near the cashiers 
and had an unobstructed view of the shoppers waiting to pay. It 
took about ten minutes as she pretended to dither between a 
baguette or ciabatta rolls, but then the housekeeper appeared froim 
aisle 19 and got into the checkout line. Alex threw the baguette in 
her cart and joined the next line over. 

This was the tricky part, She'd have to stay pretty close to the 
woman as they left the store, Alex's inconspicuous black sedan was 
parked right next to the minivan, As the woman was loading her 
groceries, Alex was going to trip with her arms full of bags and fall 
into the minivan’s bumper. Itshouldit be too hard to leave her juice 
in the back of the car. Hopefully snagging the woman's juice bottles 
would be possible, but if not, she assumed the housekeeper would 
load them all into the fridge, even if she didn’t have the right 
number. 

Alex eyed the conveyor belt next to hers, double-checking that 
the juice was there. She spotted what she was looking for and 
glanced quickly away. 

Asher own purchases slid across the scanner, her brows furrowed, 
Something was off. Something wasn't matching the mental picture, 
She glanced back at the other conveyor bel, trying to pin it down, 

‘The bagger was packing a box of Lucky Charms. The house- 
keeper had never bought that kind of cereal for Carston, as far as 
Alex had been able to see, Carston was a creature of habit, and he 
ate the same fiber-heavy cereal every morning, Sugary marshmal- 
lows with plastic prizes were not his MO, 

Another quick peck, head down, The usual coffe beans, the 
low-fat creamer, the quart of skim milk, but there was also a half a 
gallon of whole milk and a box of Nilla Wafers. 

“Paper or plastic, miss? Miss?” 
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Alex quickly refocused, pulled her wallet open, and grabbed 
three twenties. “Paper, please,” she said. The housekeeper always 
got paper. 

Her mind was turning over and over as she waited for her change, 

‘Maybe the housekeeper got groceries for herself while she was 
shopping for Garston, But if she got her own milk, she'd have to 
carry it inside and put it in Carston’s fridge until she was done for 
the day, so it wouldn't spoil in the heat. And she'd never done that in 
the past, 

‘Was Carston expecting guests? 

Alex's heart pounded uncomfortably as she followed the woman 
through the automatic front doors, her two bags bath gripped in her 
left hand, 

She needed Carston to he the one who enjoyed that bottle of OJ. 
‘But what ifa friend grabbed it instead? A friend who was twenty-five 
and a marathoner? It would be obvious what she had attempted 
CCarston would change his habits, beef up his security. And he would 
know it was Alex, without a doubt. That she was alive, and nearby. 

‘The hunt would begin again, closer than ever. 

Should she go with the odds? The juice was Carston's thing 
Probably he wouldn't offer it 0 someone else, But what if? 

As her mind raced through the possibilities, a small piece of 
meaningless information —or so she'd categorized it—popped into 
her head and suggested a new prospect. 

The zoo. The daughter had kept going on and on about the 200. 
‘And all the calls, every day, some of them hours long. What if Erin 
Carston-Boyd wasn't always in such close touch with her father? 
What if Alex, in her hurry to get to the important calls, had 
fast forwarded through vital information —like a pending visit from 
his daughter and granddaughter? The DC zoo was famous. Exactly 
the kind of place you'd take your out-of-town granddaughter, Just 
like Lucky Charms was exactly the kind of cereal an indulgent 
grandpa would have on hand for her breakfast. 
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Alex sighed, quietly but deeply, 

She couldn't risk poisoning the child, 

Now what? The coffee beans? But Erin would drink coffee, too. 
Maybe another kind of toxin, something that looked like 
salmonella? 

She couldn't wait until the family went back where they 
belonged. Deavers and Pace would be dead by then —if they weren't 
already—and Carston would be on high alert. This was her one 
chance to stay ahead of the panicked reaction, There would be six 
bottles of juice, only one poisoned...odds were Garston would 
drink it...it was unlikely the child would be hurt.. 

Ugh, she groaned mentally, and slowed her pace. She knew she 
swasnlt going to do it. And she couldn't go back ta his favorite side- 
walk café and add an extra ingredient to his chicken parm; he'd 
surely given up that habit once she'd contacted him there, She'd be 
stuck with something really obvious and dangerous now, like bor- 
rowing Daniel's rifle and shooting Carston through his kitchen win- 
dow, Her chances of getting caught —and killed —would be much, 
much higher than she'd planned. 

Kevin was going to be disgusted with her, Only one person on 
her list, and she'd already blown it, She couldnt resent that reaction; 
she was disgusted with herself, oo. 

As though he could read her mind, just then Kevin called. She 
fel the vibration in her pocket, then pulled the phone out and read 
the number, She hit Answer and put it to her ear, but didn’t say 
anything, She was still to close to the housekeeper, and she didn't 
‘want the woman to hear her voice and turn, getting another, closer 
Jook at the blond woman shadowing her. Perhaps the housekeeper 
vwas still the way in, Alex couldn’ afford to be noticed. 

Alex waited for Kevin to startin on her, irrationally sure he had 
somehow sensed that she was failing; Way to drop the bal, Oleander, 
in the half shout that was his normal volume. 

Kevin said nothing, She pulled the phone back to look at the 
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screen, Had they heen disconnected? Had he dialed her by 
accident? 

‘The call was live, The seconds counted upward in the bottom 
corner of the screen, 

Alex-almost said, Kevin? 

Four years of paranoia stopped her tongue. 

She pressed the phone to her ear and listened intently. There was 
no ambient sound of a car or movement, No wind, No animal 
sounds, no human sounds. 

Goose bumps erupted on the backs of her arms, raised the hair 
on her neck, She'd walked past her car, and now she had to keep 
going, Her eyes darted around while she kept her head still; she 
focused on a dumpster in the back comer ofthe lot. Her pace quick- 
ened. She was too close to the center of her enemy's power. If they 
were tracing this call, it would not take them long to get here. She 
‘wanted to run, wanted it badly, but she kept herself to a quick, pur- 
poseful walk: 

Still no sound from the other end of the line, The cold, heavy 
hollow in the pit of her stomach grew larger. 

Kevin wasn't going to suddenly start speaking to her, she knew 
that. Still, she hesitated for one more second. Once she did what she 
knew she had to do now, it was over. Her only connection to Kevin 
was severed. 

She hung up, ‘The numbers at the bottom of the screen told her 
the call had lasted for only seventeen seconds, Ir felt like much more 
time had passed. 

She walked around the side of the dumpster, where she wasn't 
visible from the parking lot. She couldn't see anyone, which hope- 
fully meant no one could see her. 

She set the groceries on the ground. 

Inthe lining of her purse, she had a small lock-picking kit. She'd 
never had to use it for its real purpose, but it came in handy now and 
then when she worked with some of her smaller reflux rings and 
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adapters, She pulled the thinnest probe, then used it to pop the SIM 
card tray out from her phone. Both card and tray went into her bag, 

Using the hem of her T-shirt, she carefully wiped the phone 
down, handling it only through the fabric, The tether of the shirt’s 
length made it hard to get the phone through the side hatch on the 
dumpster; it was too high up. She had to toss the phone when she 
couldn't teach far enough, but she got it through in one try. 

‘Alex grabbed the paper bags, spun back around, and walked 
quickly to her car. The minivan was just exiting the lot. She couldn't 
tell ifthe housekeeper had noticed her side trip. She took the longest 
strides she was capable of as she hurried back. 

‘The phone was gone, but she could almost see the seconds still 
ticking away in the comer of the screen, There were two possibilities 
now, and one of those possibilities gave her a very tight deadline 
indeed, 
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lex, he ust pocket-dialed you,” Danicl argued. 
“Danny's right,” Val agreed, “You're overreacting, It's 
nothing.” 

Alex shook her head, feeling the pull in her jaw as her teeth 
clenched, “Weneed to move,” she said flatly, 

“Because the bad guys might be torturing Kevin for information 
as we speak,” Val recapped, She used the patient, humoring yoice 
people used with very young children and the eldedly 

Ales’ answer was cold and hard, “Ir won't be a joke if they come 
for you, Val, Ian promise you th: 

“Look, Alex, your own plan had just failed,” Val reminded her, 
“You were already upset. Kevin called you and didn't say anything, 
‘That is all that happened, I think it’ litte bit of a leap terassume it 
was more than an accident.” 

“Is what they do,” Alex said in a slow, even voice, Even before 
Barnaby had gotten her the appropriate classified reading material, 
she'd seen some of this in action. “The subject has a phone with one 
‘number on it. You call that number and see what kind of informa- 
tion you can get from it. You track the signal you've just created. You 
find the person on the other end.” 

“Well, there’s nothing to find, though, right?” Daniel asked 
encouragingly. “You tossed the phone, Ircan't lead them to anything 
‘more than a parking lot that's not connected to us.” 
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“The phone is a dead end,” she agreed, “But if they have 
Kevin.” 

Doubt rippled across Daniel's fa 
expression. 

“Do you think they would have killed him?” Daniel asked in-a 
voice that was almost a whisper. 

“That's the best-case scenario,” she said bluntly. She didn't kriow 
hhow to sugarcoat itor say it ina gentler way. “IF e's dead, they can't 
hurt him anymore, And we're safe, If he's alive...” She took a deep 
breath and refocused. “Like I said, we need to move.” 

Val was unconvinced. “You really think he'd sell Danny out? 

“Look, Val, I would never question your understanding on any- 
thing remotely feminine, That's your world. Thi 
exaggerating when [say that everyone breaks, Ir doesn't matter how 
strong Kevin is or how much he loves his brother. It may take a 
while, but he wil tell them where we are. And for his sake, I hope it 
doesn’t take that long.” 

It would, though, and she knew it. Rocky as her relationship 
with Kevin had always been, she had learned to trust him, to know 
him. He would buy her the time she needed to get Daniel and Val 
somewhere safe, Partly because he did love his brother, and partly 
because of his pride. He'd never give Deavers what he wanted easily, 
Kevin would make them work for every word they pried out of him 

She was glad it wasn't her job to break Kevin. She was sure he 
‘would be the hardest case she'd ever faced, IFanyone could do it— 
actually take his secrets to the grave with him—that person might 
be Kevin Beach, Maybe he would have broken her perfect record. 

Fora second, she could see it vividly —Kevin restrained on the 
state-ofthe-art table in the old lab, herself standing over him. How 
‘would she have worked the case? If things had panned out justslightly 
differently —if her Pakistani subject had never murmured the name 
‘Wade Pace—the scenario she pictured could have been her reality, 

She shook the image away and looked up at Daniel and Val. Alex 


. Val still wore a patronizing 
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could see that her tension —her intensity and dark certainty —were 
finally getting to Daniel, at last 

“If they did get Kevin... what do you think would happen to 
Einstein?” Val asked, still skeptical, but her lapis eyes were abnor- 
mally vulnerable. 

Alex winced, Why had she learned to care so much about an 
animal on top of everything else? What a stupid thing to do. 

“We don't have time to figure everything out right now,” she said. 
“Do you havea place to go, Val? A place Kevin wouldn't know about?” 

“T've got a million places.” Val’ face hardened. Her perfect fea- 
tures suddenly looked like they belonged to a beautiful doll, cold 
and empty, “You?” 

“Our options are alittle more limited, but I'll figure something 
cout, Pack up the things you want to save—it wont be safe to come 
back here. Gan I keep the wig?” 

Val nodded. 

"Thanks. Do you have another car besides the one we've been 
using?” Kevin had taken the McKinleys’ SUV when he and Einstein 
had set off just after midnight. 

“Tve gota couple here. That one isn't mine. Kevin was driving it 
when he got here.” 

Val pivoted slowly, gracefully, and then sauntered to the stairs. 
‘Alex couldn tell ifshe was going to pack or headed up to catch a 
nap, Val didn't believe her. 

‘Alex’s mind was racing in a hundred different directions, They'd 
have to get a new car quickly and dump the one Kevin knew about, 
‘There were so many details she had to think through, and she had to 
do it fast. 

Alex turned and burried back to the guest room. She had to 
pack, too. 

And think, She hadn't planned for this, She should have. 

Daniel followed her down the hallway, “Tell me what I need to 
do,” he said as they walked through the door. 
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“Can you get everything back into the duffel bags? I... need to 
think fora few minutes. We can't afford any mistakes today. Just let 
me concentrate, okay?” 

“OF course.” 

‘Alex lay down on the bed, then crossed bath arms over her face. 
Daniel worked quietly in the corner; the noise wasn't distracting, 
She tried to think through all the moves they had available to them, 
everything Kevin didn't know. 

There wasn't much. She couldn't even go back for Lola—Kevin 
had picked the boarding facility. 

She took another centering breath and put that thought away, 
There was no time for sadness now. 

Te would be small motels for a while. Cash only. Luckily she had 
plenty of Kevin’ drug money. They'd be able to keep their heads dawn. 

Of course, Carston would expect that. Her face and Daniel’s 
‘would end up on a police flyer e-mailed to all the potential stops for 
a thousand miles. Since they'd already rolled the Daniel story, 
maybe they'd cast her as his captive. It would be hard to sell the 
other version, given Alex's and Daniel's relative sizes. 

‘They could camp out of whatever car they found, as they'd done 
before. The serutiny would be intense. Once Carston’s people 
located Kevin's vehicle, they'd trace every used car sold, every want 
ad, every stolen car for a hundred miles in any ditection. Any 
description that fit the scenario would go onto a list, and if a cop 
reported that vehicle, Carston’s people wouldn't be far behind, 

Maybe it was time to go back to Chicago. Maybe Joey Giancardi 
‘wouldn't kill her immediately. Maybe he'd be willing to trade some 
kind of indentured servitude for two sets of facial reconstruction, 
Ormaybe he'd get one whiff of her desperation and know there was 
good money to be made in selling her back to the people who 
wanted her, 

She had identities that Kevin knew nothing about, but Daniel 
didn't. The documents she'd grabbed from Kevin’s mobile Bateave 
‘wouldn't be sale, 
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Unless Daniel acted fast enough, 

She uncovered her face and sat up. 

“Do you think you've grasped the basic principles of 
hide-and-seek?” 

Daniel turned with two clear bags of ammo in his hands. 
“Maybe the very most basic of the basics.” 

Alex nodded. “You're smart, though. You speak Spanish pretty 
well, right?” 

“Lcan get by. You want to go to Mexico?” 

“Lwish I could, Mexico probably isn't totally safe for your face 
since you've been there so many times, but there are. lot of good hid- 
ing places in South America. les cheap, too, so you won't run out of 
money fora while, You won' blend in, but there are lots of expats..." 

Daniel hesitated fora second, then carefully placed the ammo in 
‘one of the duffels, He came to stand next to her, 

“Alex, you're using a lot of second-person pronouns there, Are 
you... talking about us splitting up right now?” 

“You'll be safer outside the country, Daniel. Ifyou laid low in a 
quiet little place somewhere in Uruguay, they might never find—" 

“Then why can't we go together? Is it because they'll be looking 
fora couple... if...if Kevin talks?” 

She hunched her shoulders; it was half a shrug, half a defensive 
motion. “It’s because I dont havea passport." 

“You don't think they'll be waiting for Daniel Beach to try to 
board aplane>” 

“You won't be Daniel Beach. I've got a couple of Kevin's ID sets, 
Irwill bea long while till they get around to asking him about false 
identities, ifthey ever do, You'll have plenty of time to catch a flight 
to Chile tonight.” 

His expression was suddenly hard, almost angry. He looked like 
Kevin, and she was surprised at how sad that made her. 

“So I just save myself, then? Leave you behi 

Another almost-shrug, “Like you said, they'll be looking for a 
couple, I'll slip through the holes in the net.” 
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“They'll be looking for you, Alex. I won't—" 

“Okay, okay,” she interrupted, “Let me think some more. I'l 
come up with something” 

Daniel locked eyes with her for a long second, Slowly, his expres- 
sion softened until he looked like himself again. Finally, his shoul- 
ders slumped and his eyes closed. 

“Tm sorry.” she whispered. “I'm sorry this didn't work. I'm sorry 
that Kevin...” 

“keep hoping he'll walk through the door,” Daniel admitted, 
opening his eyes and staring down, “But I can feel it in my gut— 
that’s not going to happen.” 

“Tknow. Lwish I were wrong.” 

His eyes flashed up to hers, “If our positions were reversed, he'd 
do something, He'd find a way. But there’s nothing.I can do, T'm not 
Kevin” 

“Kevin would be in the same position we are, He wouldn't know 
where they were keeping you. If he did, he'd still be impossibly out- 
gunned. There wouldn't be anything he could do.” 

Daniel shook his head and sank down onto the bed. “Somehow, 
none of that would have stopped him.” 

Alex sighed. Daniel was probably right, Kevin would have some 
secret informant, or another camera angle, or a way to hack into 
Deavers’s system, He wouldn't give up and run, But Alex wasn’t 
Kevin, cither. She couldn't even poison Carston while he was still 
oblivious, He wasn't anymore, she was sure of that. 

“Let me think,” she repeated. “I'll try to figure a way out.” 

Daniel nodded, “But together, Alex. We leave together. We stay 
together” 

“Even if that puts both of us at risk2” 

“five then.” 

‘Alex threw herself back onto the bed, hiding her face again with 
her arms, 

If there had been some perfect escape for them, she would have 
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tried it earlier, The whole reason she was here in the first place was 
that the escape option had failed. Now the attack option had failed. 
It didn leave her fecling very optimistic. 

Ie was funny how you didn't realize how much you had to lose 
until it was gone. Yes, she knew she was in deep with Daniel; she'd 
embraced that disadvantage. But who would have thought she 
would miss Kevin? How had he become her friend? Not even a 
friend, because you chose your friends, More like family—the 
brother you tried to avoid at family gatherings, She'd never had any- 
thing like that, but this must be what it felt like, the pain of losing 
something you'd never wanted but had come to count on anyway. 
Kevin’ arrogant self-assurance had made her feel almost safe in a 
‘way she hadn't for years, His team was the winning team, His invul- 
nerability was the safety net. 

Orused to be, 

And the dog, She couldn't even think about the dog or she'd be 
incapacitated, She wouldn't be able to make her brain work toward 
any kind of solution. 

Again, the image of Kevin on her table flashed across the black 
insides of her eyelids. If only she could know that he wassalready dead, 
that would be something, Ifshe could believe he wasnt in agony right 
now. Surely he was smart enough to have had a way out. Or was he so 
certain of himself that failure was never part ofthe plan? 

She thought she knew enough about Deavers from his moves up 
to this point to be sure he wouldn't waste an opportunity if there 
‘were any way to find an edge init. 

She honestly wished the situation were reversed, Ifshe'd been the 
one caught, she would have been able to take # quick, painless exit, 
Jeaving Deavers and Garston no information about the others. What- 
ever Kevin had done wrong, however he had failed, he was still he 
cone best qualified to keep Daniel alive. And Val, too, for that matter. 
‘Val would have the easiest escape in the short term, but neither Car- 
ston nor Deavers seemed like the type to give up on a witness. 
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If Kevin were the one in Alex’s place, trying to come up with a 
plan, what would he do? 

Alex didn’t know. He had resources she knew nothing about, 
resources she couldn't duplicate, But even then, running would have 
tobe his only option. He might come back to try again later, but it 
wasn't like he could keep going after the potential vice president's 
kill ream today. Now was the time to disappear and regroup, 

rin her case, disappear and try to stay gene. 

That obnoxious image of Kevin on the table wouldn't leave her 
head. The problem with being a professional interrogator was that 
she knew, in intimate detail, all the options for what they could be 
doing to him now. Te was impossible not to mark the passing min- 
‘utes, imagine how the questioning was progressing 

Daniel was quiet, The packing hadn't taken him long; they hadn't 
spread out here, gotten comfortable, They'd known from the begin- 
ring that they might have to leave at any moment, whether because of 
another disaster of simply wearing out their welcome with Val. 

She could guess what he was feeling, He wouldn't want to believe 
things had gone so wrong, He wouldn't want to believe Kevin could 
be dead or that death was the best outcome for Kevin now, He 
‘would remember how Kevin had come through the roof in the mid- 
dle of the night to save him and feel guilty that he couldn't do the 
same. More than guilty —helpless, weak, furious, culpable, cow- 
ardly... ll the things she was already starting to feel. 

But there was nothing she could do about Kevin. If she and 
Kevin switched places, there would be nothing Kevin could do, 
cither. He wouldn't know where they were keeping her. The bad 
guys wouldn't choose a location that either Alex or Kevin would 
know about. They had thousands of options open to them, And if 
there were some way to know where their hideout was, they cer- 
tainly wouldn't be careless about the security there. Kevin would be 
just as helpless as she was, 

She shouldn't waste time thinking about the impossible. She 
needed to focus, 
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She had to operate under the assumption that Kevin was still 
alive, and the bad guys would soon know both she and Daniel were 
also alive, and nearby, They would know Val’s name and address. 
‘They would know the make, model, color, and probably plate numn- 
ber of the only two cars they currently had access to, It was time to 
distance themselves from as many of those facts as possible. 

Alex sat up slowly, “We'd better load the car and get moving.” 

Daniel was leaning against the wall beside the stack of bags with 
his arms crossed over his chest. Red rimmed his eyes. He nodded, 

‘Val was nowhere to be seen as they ventured out into the great 
room, both weighed down with bags, The space seemed colder, big- 
ger without the dog in it. Alex walked quickly to the front door. 

They didnt speak in the elevator or as they walled to the ear. Alex 
dropped her bags by the trunk and fished the keys out of her pocket. 

‘A hushed scraping sound broke the short silence. Itsounded like 
itwas coming from close beside or maybe underneath the car. 

I'm an idiot, Alex thought to herself as she dropped into a crouch 
next to the bag that she desperately hoped contained the guns but 
most likely held medical supplies. She knew how precarious their 
situation was, yet she'd walked into the parking garage unarmed. 

She'd relied on Kevin to hold out longer. Stupid. 

Daniel had the heavier bags. She could tell as soon as her hand 
rested on the bag in front of her that it contained first-aid gear— 
first aid she wouldn't have a use for now. At least she had her rings 
and belt. So she'd have to he close, No resisting at first, That was, if 
they didn't just shoot her immediately. 

Not even a full second passed as she made these calculations. 
The first noise was quickly followed by another, a low whine that 
definitely came from under the ar. The sound took her back to a 
different panicked moment, by a dark porch in Texas, It wasn't a 
human sound, 

‘Alex crouched lower, leaned her head down s0 it was almost 
touching the asphalt floor of the garage. The dark shadow beneath 
the sedan pulled itself closer, 
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“Einstein?” She gasped. 

“Einstein?” Daniel echoed behind her. 

Alex crawled around to the side of the car to where Einstein was 
closest. “Einstein, are you okay? Come here, boy.” 

‘The dog crept toward her until he was free ofthe car. She ran het 
hands along his back and legs, 

“Are you hurt?” she crooned. “It’s okay, I'll take care of it.” 

His fur was matted and wet in a few places, but when she pulled her 
hands away to check, they werent red—just dirty. His paws were cut 
up abit and he panted like he was dehydrated or exhausted or both. 

“Ishe all right2” Daniel asked, close beside her. 

“Tthink so, It looks like he’s had a rough night, though.” 

“C'mere, boy,” Daniel said, reaching for him. Einstein got to his 
feet, and then Daniel scooped him up. Einstein licked his face over 
‘and over again. 

“Get him upstairs. I'll load this stuff in the car and follow.” 

“Okay.” Daniel hesitated, then gulped a ragged breath. “It’s all 
true.” 

“Yes.” She popped the trunk without looking up. 

She heard him turn and walk away, The sound of Einstein's 
panting faded 

It didn take her long to get things squared for their departure. 
‘The garage stayed quiet and empty of people, as usual. Maybe this was 
Val’s private floor of the parking garage. Maybe all these cars belonged 
toher, Alex wouldn't be completely shocked if that was the case. 

Shouldn't Alex feel better that the dog was okay? Part of her 
must have been hoping that she was wrong, that she'd overreacted. 
Thar it was just a mistake, 

When she walked back into the living room, Val was on the floor 
with the dog. Einstein was curled in her lap with his head on her 
shoulder, and Daniel knelt beside them. 

Val looked up at her, still wearing the hard-doll face. “Now is 
when you get to say IZold you sa." 

“Do you need help getting out of here?” Alex asked. 
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“I've had to disappear before, It's been a while, but that’s not 
something you forget.” 

Alex nodded. “I'm sorry, Val.” 

“Me, too,” Val responded, “Do you think...are you going to 
take the dog?” 

Alex blinked in surprise, “Yes,” 

“Oh.” Val pressed her face into Einstein's fur, “Gimme a min- 
ute.” Her voice came out muffled, 

“Sure,” Alex said. They had a few hours. This location was the 
last thing Kevin would give up, He'd sent the dog back to warn 
them. He was fighting for them. 

Besides, she still had one unlikely avenue of information, and she 
should probably check that out while she had access to-a high-speed 
Internet connection. She went to the computer on the island. 

Carston had been pretty tight-lipped up till now, but maybe he'd 
finally give something away. At the least, she should be able to eon- 
strue the approximate time Kevin had been taken. Surely there 
would be a call to mark that, Maybe some travel, Carston was the 
expert on this front, not Deavers, 

‘The tracker was an easy check. Carston’s vehicle was at his office, 
as usual for « workday. He might have taken another car, though. 
She checked the sound feed—Carston was in the office. She 
scrolled back to listen to his conversations. 

Here was something telling. Carston had been in the office for a 
while—usually he got in at six, but there was activity beginning 
around three thirty a.m, She wanted to kick herself for not checking 
backward on the recording before heading out this morning. 

His first call was short, Just “Tim here” and "What's the status?" It 
wasn't hard to draw conclusions from that. Someone had woken Car 
ston up with the news and he'd headed to the office. With zero traffic, 
itwould only have taken him ten minutes to make the drive. Factorin 
throwing some clothes on, brushing teeth, et cetera, and the call could 
have come in anywhere from two thirty to three fifteen. 

She looked at the clock on her computer, calculating how long 
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they'd had Kevin. They would have had to subdue him in the begin- 
ning, then wait for him to be fully cognizant if they'd knocked him 
out, Then they'd have to decide on a course of action and bring in a 
specialist. 

‘Was that Carston’s second call? At three forty-five, Carston had 
dialed out. 

“What's the play?...I don't like it... Fine, fine, if that’s the best 
option... What?... You know how I feel aboutit... Like you say, it’s 
your problem... want updates.” 

He never said much, and the words had probably a thousand 
possible interpretations, but she couldn'thelp applying her own. 

No, Kevin wasn't dead. 

‘There was a long stretch of silence, Typing, pacing, breathing; 
that was all. No calls, It didn't sound like he left the room once. She 
could almost hear Carston’s anxiety and it made her more anxious 
than she already was. Where were his updates? Was he getting them 
in e-mails? 

‘Maybe they were lucky. Maybe the specialist had to be brought 
in from a distance. Maybe Kevin was just being held, anticipating, 
‘That was one face of the game, and she'd played the card before— 
let the subject wait, visualize, panic, Let him lose the fightin his own 
head before it began, 

Not likely, in this case, They knew Daniel was alive, They'd sus- 
pect he had other help here in the city, They would not want to give 
Kevin's confederates time to escape, 

The clock was ticking for Carston and Deavers, too. They'd 
made the call, They'd heard her pick up, then disconnect. She hadn't 
called back to se if it was an accidental dial, The phone was ditched, 
They would guess the partner was already cunning, 

Like she should be. 

Alex came out of her intense reverie, realizing for the first time 
that Daniel was perched on the stool beside her, watching the reac 
tions play across her face. Val was leaning against the counter by the 
sink, Einstein at her feet, also watching 
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“Just a little longer,” she told them, scrubbing through the long 
silence in Carston’s office. She didn’t want to miss anything, but she 
couldn't afford to listen through the empty spaces in real time. 

‘She paused when his voice began, and then carefully backed up, 
He'd dialed out again. The tone of his voice was one hundred eighty 
degrees from what it had been. It was such a shift it jarred her. She 
wondered if she'd somehow messed up the program and pulled up 
an earlier recording. 

Tewas his kindly-grandpa voice 

“I didn't wake you, did I? How did you sleep? Yes, sorry, [have 
small emergency on my plate, [had to come into the office. .No, 
don’t cancel the plans. Take Livvy to the zoo. It's going to get hotter 
tomorrow... You know I don't have a choice in these things, Erin. I 
am sorry I can’t be there today, but there's nothing T can do about 
it..-Livvy will have a great time without me. She can tell me all 
about it tonight at dinner. Take lots of pictures... can't make any 
promises, but I hope to be free by dinnertime. .. That's not fait 
Yes, | remember that I told you this would be a light week, but you 
know how the job works, honey. No guarantees.” 

Abig sigh. 

“Love you. Give Livvy a kiss for me. I'lllet you know when I'm 
free.” 

She had chills when he hung up. Carston thought it would be 
over by dinnertime? Or was he just placating his daughter? 

More silence, more typing. He must be getting the updates elec- 
tronically. Kevin was in the thick ofit, Alex was sure. Was he talking 
yet? She didn't have a clue. 

‘There was nothing more until she caught up to the present time. 
She checked the tracker. Carston wasn't going anywhere. Deavers 
must be handling his problem. 

Still listening through her earbuds, Alex leaned her forehead 
against her arms. Carston was typing again. 

She pictured him at his desk, poker face in place as he sent out 
dlireetions or questions. Would he be flushed with anxiety? Would 
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tension sweat drip off bis pale, bald head? No, she was sure he 
‘would be cool and precise, no more worked up than if he were typ- 
ing outa request for paper supplies. 

He'd know the right things to ask, even if Deavers didn't. He 
could manage the whole operation from his ergonomically correct, 
desk chair. He'd see Kevin tortured to death, then run out for-his 
dinner reservations without a second thought. 

The suclden anger that flared up almost choked her. 

What was happening now had nothing to do with national secu- 
rity or saving lives, Carston was running a private vendetta for aman 
‘who was quite possibly the kind of person who actually belonged on 
an interrogation table. Carston had crossed the line from arguably 
necessary black ops to purely criminal acts @ long time ago, and it 
didn’t seem to have affected him at all. Maybe it had always been 
this way, Maybe everything she'd done for him, every inhuman 
action she'd performed in the name of public safety, had been a 
seam, 

Did he think he was so untouchable? That these hidden choices 
would never touch his public life? Did he think he was exempt? Did 
he not realize that he had liabilities, too? 

‘There were worse things than being poisoned. 

Ales’ breath caught, Unexpectedly, a new avenue, something 
she'd never considered before, opened up inside her mind. Ir was a 
reach, and she knew it. There were a thousand things that would 
probably go wrong, a million ways to screw it up, Irwould be almost 
impossible, even with a year to plan every detail. 

She felt Daniet’s hand on her back. Through her earbuds, she 
heard him ask, “Alex?” in a worried tone. 

She looked up slowly. She stared at Daniel, assessing, She exam- 
ined Val the same way, 

"Give me ten more minutes,” she said, then she put her head 
down on her arms and concentrated once more. 


438 


CHAPTER 28 


Jex spoke quickly as she laid out her plan, emphasizing the 

details she was sure of alittle more than necessary. She tried 
to make it sound well thought out, like she was confident about it. 
Danicl seemed to be buying her version, listening intently, nodding 
at certain intervals, but Alex couldn't read Val at all. Her eyes were 
focused toward Alex, but almost like she was looking through Alex's 
face to the back of her head. Her expression was politely distant. 

Alex talked through the conclusion, which wasn’t nearly as 
fail-safe as she would have liked it to be, and she could tell she wasn't 
selling the outcome as well as she had the preliminaries. She looked 
down at Einstein’ face resting on her leg instead of at the human 
faces, petting him more frequently as her discomfort grew. Trying to 
\wrap it up on a positive note, she went on a little longer than she 
should have. She was still midsentence when Val interrupted. 

“No,” Val said, 

“No?” Alex repeated. She said the word like a question, but she 
was already resigned. 

“No. I won't do that. You're going to get killed, I's nice that you 
‘want to go back for Kevin, but be realistic, Alex, This isnt going to 
work.” 

“Itmight. They won't be expecting this. They wont be read.” 

“Iedoesn’t matter if they’ ready or not. There will be more than 
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enough of them to make up fori. So you get off a lucky shot and 
take one down. The guy next to him will get you.” 

“We don't even know how many people will be there.” 

“Exactly.” Val said in a flat voice. 

“Val, they wont pay attention to you, You'd just be an anony- 
‘mous aide, These people see hundreds of assistants every day. You'l 
be invisible to them.” 

“Thave never been invisible in my life” 

“You know what I mean.” 

‘Val looked at her with a perfectly smooth face. “No.” 

Alex took a deep breath. She knew it wasn't fair to involve Val. 
She would have to make do. 

“Okay,” she said, wishing her voice sounded stronger. “Ill doit 
by myself, then.” 

“Alex, you can’t,” Daniel insisted, 

She smiled weakly at him. “I can. don't know how well I'll do, 
bur have to try, right?” 

Daniel looked at her, torn, She could see that he wanted to argue, 
He wanted to say no, she didn't have to tey, but that would mean 
walking away, leaving Kevin to die in agony. His was an untenable 
position. Now that there was any hope at all, how could he turn his 
back on it? 

“Together, we'll be able to get the first part done,” she told him. 
“Irwon't take more than the two of us.” 

“But the second you're separated from Carston, he'll double-cross 
you.” 

Alex shrugged. “I'l just have to sell my threat. If he thinks 
betraying me means the hostage dies, maybe he'll play it clean.” 

“You won't know how he’s playing it. You won't be prepared.” 

“Val doesn’t wane to risk her life. Can you argue with her?" 

Val watched Daniel with halflidded eyes as he hesitated. 

“No,” he said, “But I can do her part, We'll trade, Val, you could 
do mine, right?” 
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‘Alex squeezed her eyes shut and then slowly opened them again. 
“Daniel, you know that won't work. Even if you weren't Kevin's twin 
brother, these are the people who put your face on the news” 

*Val can fix me up, can’t you, Val? Make me look different 
enough?” 

Val’s expression shifted abruptly, became more engaged. She 
examined his face closely. 

“Actually...1 think I could.” She turned to Alex. “Its not like 
anyone is going to be looking for him there, Trust me, a lot more 
people would look: at me—even as a nameless assistant. I think T 
can make him different enough for them not to give him a second 
glance.” 

“1m not doubting your abilities, Val...but they're twins” 

“Let me try?” she asked, an unfamiliar pleading tone coming into 
her voice. “I do want to help Kevin.” When she said his name, Ein- 
stein looked up, “Tjust wont die to do it. Let me do something.” 

Einstein puthis head on Ales’s leg again, 

“T guess I could let you try. But i's a waste of time and we don't 
have enough of that as is.” 

“Iwon't take me that long.” 

“And you'd be willing to do Daniel’s part of the plan2” 

“Sure, that’s easy. No one will be shooting at me.” 

Alex winced. 

What was she contemplating here? People would be shooting at 
Ales for certain, she'd already come to terms with that. But if Val 
could disguise Daniel enough, which Alex couldn't even imagine, 
then they might be shooting at Daniel, too. She reminded herself of 
all the reasons they had to go after Kevin, He had too much vital 
information. IFhe told the bad guys everything he knew about Alex 
and Daniel, the cars they were in, the places they had to go to 
ground, the way Alex operated, it wouldn't be that hard for the 
Agency to track them down, Val, too, Most likely, they'd all die 
anyway, 
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Die like cowards, running. 

But the reasons were moot. IFthere was.a way to save Kevin from 
what was happening to him, she had to do it. There was'a bond there 
now that she hadn't even realized was forming. He was her friend. 
Her second liabili 
considering. She had to stop it. 

“Get to work, Val, This first part will take me two hours, if I'm. 
lucky. When I get done, we'll reevaluate.” 


;. They were hurting him, even as she sat here 


THOUGH SHE'D LIVED in DG for almost a decade, Alex had 
never visited the National Zoo, She'd always thought of it as some- 
thing for children, but there seemed to be plenty of adults attending 
today unencumbered by offspring. 

There were still many, many children —it seemed like thousands 
of them yapping in high-pitched voices and flailing around their 
parents’ feet. All appeared to be under the age of five, so she guessed 
school wasn't done for the year yet, though it must be close. 

She tried to think how long it had been since she'd first met with 
Garston, but she couldn't tally up the days in a way that made sense, 
Daniel had had around three weeks left of school then, More time 
had passed than that... hada’ it? Maybe Daniel’s school finished 
earlier than average, 

Alex's first stop was the rental line at Guest Services. It wasn't 
ong, Most of the visitors would have arrived earlier, in the cool of 
the morning, Lunchtime was approaching, with the sun beating 
down almost directly overhead. Some people would leave then, 
avoid the high prices of the food inside the park. Head home for 
naptime. 

She had quite a bit of information about Erin and Olivia, all 
gleaned from Erin's Facchook page. It was the same place that, 
months ago, she'd found the picture of Olivia that hung around her 
neck now. 
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‘Alex knew Olivia was three and a half. Still small enough that 
she would fit in a stroller. Alex knew what Erin looked like from 
nearly every angle and had a good idea of the kinds of clothes she 
wore. She knew Erin was a late riser and probably wouldn't have 
gotten to the 200 right as it opened. She knew Olivia was most 
excited about seeing the pandas. 

‘Alex paid nine dollars cash for a single stroller, then put her 
backpack in it and headed into the park. She craned her neck 
around, searching. It made sense that she would be looking for 
someone—maybe her sister and nephews, or her husband and their 
child. There were lots of other patrons looking for their parties. She 
didn’t stand out. 

Erin and Livvy would be past the pandas by now, probably 
thinking about lunch. She analyzed the map she'd gotten with the 
stroller. She'd try across from the apes first, then near the reptiles. 

She walked fast, ignoring the turnoffs and viewing areas. 

Erin had the fair skin of a redhead, like her father. She'd posted 
pictures of herself sunburned and moaned about freckles. Erin 
would be in a hat and probably light long sleeves. Her hair was 
bright and hung halfway down her back. It would catch the eye, 

‘Alex scanned the crowds as she moved quickly through them, 
looking for @ woman with a child, ruling out those with friends and 
spouses and multiple children, For a while, she followed a woman 
with her hair rolled up under a wide-brimmed straw hat pushing a 
single stroller, but then the child climbed out to walk with her—it 
was a boy. 

A quick loop around the big cats, and then down toward the 
petting 200, All the while, she was conscious of how she looked — 
‘map in hand, vigilantly searching for her companions, She wore a 
straw hat of her own over the dark blond wig and wide framed sun- 
lasses. She had on a plain T-shirt, boyfriend jeans, and the 
sportshoe/ballet-flat hybrids that would let her run if she had to, 
Nothing about her would be particularly memorable. 
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Several shades of red hair had grabbed her attention throughout 
the course of her search, but many of them had been cleadly unnatu- 
ral. Others had been on women too old to be Erin, of too young, or 
holding extra children. Now she spotted one headed along the trail 
toward the Amazon exhibit—a long braid of golden-red hair swing 
ing from beneath a white bucket hat, The woman was pushing a 
single stroller; it looked exactly like Alex’s, tan molded plastic with 
a dark green shade. She wore a sleeveless tank, and her arms were 
thick with freckles. Alex walked quickly after her. 

‘The woman wasn’t moving fast; it didn't take long for Alex to 
pass her. Alex kept her head down and glanced into the stroller as 
she walked alongside it 

The little girl looked right. Her face was turned away, but the 
fluffy blond hair seemed the same, Her size fit the profile. 

Alex kept walking and beat the mother and daughter to the 
exhibit. She parked her stroller in the designated space beside 
the bathrooms, inconspicuously wiping the handle with the hem of 
her shirt before she removed her backpack and shrugged into it 
‘Now that she was fairly certain the woman was Erin and that Erin 
had her own stroller, she didn't need this one, 

She located the woman and child dawdling along the trail, A 
larger group had caught up to them and flowed around them from 
both sides. Alex could see the woman's face clearly now—it was 
definitely Carston’s daughter. Erin had paused to offer Olivia a 
sippy cup. 

‘The path was getting more crowded. It was hot, and the wig was 
making her head itch and sweat. The straw hat wasnt helping, 

Alex focused on an empty bench about ten feet ahead of the duo. 
‘There was another large crowd behind the first. I'she timed it right, 
she could intercept Erin at the bench while the second crowd was 
passing. 

Alex: moved purposefully back the way she'd just come, watch- 
ing through her dark glasses to see if anyone was paying attention to 
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her, The first group—a loud extended family, it looked like, with 
several toddlers, multiple parents, and one older woman in a 
wheelchair—enveloped her for a moment. She dodged through 
them and then slowed a bit. 

The second crowd was all adults—foreign tourists on a day trip, 
she guessed, many of them wearing fanny packs —and they reached 
Erin as she was almost to the bench, Alex moved against the flow 
until she was just ahead of her quarry. As Erin passed foot away 
from the bench, Alex turned, twisting around an older man, and 
pretended to stumble, She reached out and grabbed Erin's hand on 
the stroller handle, Her palm mashed the pouch of clear fluid and 
forced it empty with one strong squeeze. 

“Hey!” Erin said, turning, 

‘Alex ducked back, twisting partially behind the closest guest. 
Erin came fuce to face with the bald septuagenarian. 

“Excuse me,” he said hesitantly to both of them, not sure how 
he'd become entangled. He pulled free of Alex and stepped around 
Erin and the stroller, 

Alex watched as Erin blinked once, then again, Her eyelids 
seemed to get stuck on the second blink, Alex jumped forward and 
grabbed Erin around the waist as she started to crumple, then jerked 
her toward the bench so that they fell heavily onto it together, Alex 
jammed her elbow against the wooden back; it would leave a bruise, 
but one she could easily cover. Erin was taller and weighed more 
than Alex, s0 Alex wasn't able to keep them from slumping awk- 
wardly, Alex loosed a slightly manic laugh—hopefully anyone 
watching would think they were playing around. 

‘The litle gid was singing to herself inside the stroller. She hadn't 
seemed to notice that she'd stopped moving. Alex extricated herself 
from the mother and pulled the stroller closer, angling it so that 
Olivia was facing away from Erin, 

Erin llled on the bench, her head falling onto her right shoulder 
and her mouth hanging open. 
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‘A third conglomeration of visitors moved past them, No one 
stopped. Alex was operating quickly, so she couldn't keep close tabs 
on any reaction, but no one had raised an alarm yet 

She pulled the bucket hat lower over Erin’s face, shading her 
lifeless expression. Out of the side pocket of her backpack, Alex 
drew the little perfume bottle. She reached around the edge of the 
stroller’s shade and pressed the nozzle down for two seconds, The 
singing ceased, and then Alex felt the light thud through the plastic 
frame of the stroller as the child fll back against the seat. 

Moving as casually as she could, Alex patted Erin's shoulder, 
then stood up and stretched. 

“I'll get her some lunch, you go ahead and rest,” Alex said, 
smoothing the wig under her hatin case her tumble had disarranged 
it. She glanced around, eyes hidden behind her glasses. No one 
seemed to be focused on the little tableau she'd created. She grasped 
the stroller’s handle and started maving back toward the parking 
Jot. At first she kept the pace easy, She looked toward the animal 
cages like the others were doing. As she gor farther from the bench, 
she began moving faster. A mother with an afternoon appointment. 

Outside the bathroom at the visitors’ center, she parked the 
stroller and pulled Olivia into her arms. The child had to weigh over 
thirty pounds and felt heavier because her body was slack. Alex 
tried to arrange the unconscious child into the same position she'd 
seen other parents use—straddling one hip, legs on either side, 
head cradled on the shoulder, It didn't feel like she'd gotten it right, 
bur she had to move anyway, She gritted her teeth and walked as 
quickly us she could through the gate. She wished she'd been able to 
park closer, but eventually, with sweat soaking her T-shirt, she 
reached the car. 

Alex hadn't had time to get a car seat, She glanced around sur- 
reptitiously to see if anyone was watching, but the area of the park- 
ing lot she was in was mostly full, and the people arriving now were 
far away, The early quitters had already left; she was alone. 
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She laid the child on the backseat and wrapped seat belt 
around her waist. Then she covered Olivia with a blanket to con- 
ceal her. 

Alex straightened up and checked for witnesses again, No one was 
nearby; no one was watching her. She pulled a syringe from the inside 
pocket of her pack and leaned in to administer the drug to the sleep- 
ing child, She'd calculated the dose for someone weighting thirty to 
forty pounds It should keep Olivia under for about two hours. 

Alex turned the car on and cranked up the air-conditioning. She 
started breathing again for what felt like the first time since she'd 
entered the zoo. 

Phase one was successful. Erin would wake up in forty-five min- 
utes, more of less. Alex: was sure that paramedics would be attend 
ing to her by then, When she woke, she'd sound the alarm about her 
missing daughter, The zoo would be searched first, then the police 
would be brought in, Alex had to be in position when Erin realized 
her daughter had been taken, that she'd not merely wandered off 
while her mother was having some sort of seizure. Alex was 85 per- 
cent sure which call Erin would make fist. 

She really hoped that Val would be done working her magic by 
the time she arrived at the new hiding place so Alex would know 
exactly which plan was moving forward —not because she'd made 
up her mind as to which outcome she wanted most. Going in 


alone... that was suicide. But taking Daniel....was that 
murder-suicide? 

‘Maybe Val’s confidence in herself was misplaced. Maybe Daniel 
‘would just look like himselfin-a wig. 


Alex could do it alone. She'd just make it very clear what would 
happen to Olivia if she, Alex, didn't live through the night, That 
would keep Carston in line, wouldn't it? 

She didn’t want to think about the things Carston could set in 
‘motion. The traps he could lay so that ance he had Olivia back, Alex 
would be his. 
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Alex called Val as she approached the new building, and when she 
pulled into the underground garage, Val was waiting by a set of eleva- 
tors with a wheeled cart—it looked like something a hotel visitor would 
receive room service on. The garage was otherwise empty of other peo- 
ple. Alex couldn't spot any cameras, but she kept her body between the 
‘open back ear door and the best view inside. Neither Val nor Alex 
spoke. Alex shifted the sleeping child to the bottom shelf ofthe cart, 
then rearranged the blanket around her so her shape was obscured, 

This elevator was more normal than the one that led to Val’s 
penthouse—just a silver box, as in most of the buildings where 
Alex had lived. It made her nervous that the box would suddenly 
slow and the doors would open, expasing them. Val must have felt 
similarly, She kept her hand on the button for the sixteenth floor, as 
if holding it down would guarantee them express service. 

While the elevator climbed, Alex noticed Val's expression for 
the first time, It was... little too stimulated. Alex hoped Val wasn't 
heading into some kind of power-mad version of w sugar tush. 

The elevator doors opened to an empty hallway. It was a nice 
building, with fancy moldings and marble floors, but it looked 
pedestrian after Val’ other place. 

Val pushed the cart down the little hall, motioning for Alex to g0 
ahead. 

“Number sixteen-oh-nine, on the end, Ie’ not locked,” she said, 
and the eager tone of het voice made Alex wary again. Though 
maybe if Val gor hyped up enough, she'd change her mind and come 
with Alex for the main event, 

Alex walked into the apartment ina hurry—there was alot to set 
up and she needed to be fast, She barely took in the routine living 
room-kitchen spread, the fubric-shrouded windows, or the beige 
color scheme, She noted an open door on the far wall, revealing a 
brightly lit oom with a queen bed, and headed for it, She could see 
some of her duffel bags leaning against the flowered bedspread, 

She was halfway to the door before she really absorbed the whole 
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space, and then her eyes focused on the man standing in the dimly 
litkitchen, 

Even though she'd been expecting something, it didn't stop her 
from spooking, She jumped a step back, her thumbs automatically 
going to the little hatches of her poisoned rings. 

“Well?” he asked, 

‘The tall man in the cheap black suit waited, fighting a smile. 

“Told ya,” Val said from behind her, and Alex could hear the 
smug grin on her face without looking. 

‘The man looked Nordic with his fair skin and pale, white-blond 
hair, His blond beard was neatly trimmed and reminded her of a 
college professor's, His eyebrows were so pale against his forehead 
they were nearly invisible, completely changing the look of his eyes 
and his forehead. The hair around the edges of his head was straight, 
short, and neatly combed. The top of his head was pale, shiny, and 
totally bald, It changed the perceived shape of his head and made 
him look ten years older, He wore thin silver glasses, and his cheeks 
were unexpectedly round, His most striking features were his 
bright, icy-blue eyes, framed by nearly white lashes, 

“You look like a Bond villain,” Alex blurted out. 

“Is that good?” Daniel asked, his voice not quite right —it was 
clipped, somehow alittle shurred 

Alex felt her heart sink as she more closely examined the trans- 
formation. Ifshe hadn't been looking specifically for a disguised ver- 
sion of Daniel, she would have walked right past this man on the 
street. Even if she had been looking for Daniel, only his height 
‘would have made this man a suspect. As the despair settled sicken- 
ingly into her stomach, Alex knew she'd really been counting on 
Val’ failing. 

“Val did a good job,” Alex said, and then she started moving 
again, “Let’s pet Olivia set up.” 

Einstein was sniffing around the blanket-covered child. He 
whimpered quietly, il at ease. 
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“Ist good enough?” Daniel persisted while pulling the child out 
from under the cart and cradling her against his chest, 

“Letme think about it while I do this,” Alex hedged. 

Daniel laid Olivia on the flowered coverlet, smoothing the 
sweaty fluffs of hair back from her forehead. Ittook Alex only afew 
seconds to get the IV bags hanging. One clear, one white and 
opaque, and then a very small bag with a dark green fluid inside. She 
quickly placed the TV catheter using the smallest needle she had and 
then started the fluids, 

“Back out of the way,” she told Daniel. 

Alex pulled up the camera on a phone Val had given her—left 
behind by a friend, Val said—and snapped a few pictures of Oliv 
sleeping. She flipped through them and found one that she decided 
would do, 

“This is my least favorite part of the plan,” Daniel muttered. 

She glanced up and saw his pained expression, Itlooked strange 
on his new face, 

“Let's hope Carston feels similarly.” 

His frown deepened. Alex took his hand and pulled him from 
the room, The way he was holding his mouth made the round shape 
of his cheeks more prominent. 

“What did she do to your face?” Alex asked, 

Daniel stuck two fingers in his mouth and pulled out a little 
piece of plastic. “These make it «little hard to talle.” With a sigh, he 
replaced the plastic, and his cheek rounded out again. 

‘Val waited for them in the big living room, eyes stil lit up with 
her success, 

“That baby's not going to wake up, right?” she asked, 

“Right.” 

“Good. I wouldn't know what to do with a kid, Now, what do 
you think? Totally altered, yes?” 

Alex looked at Daniel again, and her shoulders slumped. He was 
thicker around the middle, too; she hadn't noticed that before. It all 
looked so real. 
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“You don't think it's good enaugh, do you?” Daniel asked. 

“It’s good enough,” Val answered for her. “And she knows it. 
That's why she looks so glum. She'd much rather risk my life than 
yours.” 

Daniel looked at Alex, waiting for her answer. 

“Val's right. Except for the part about risking her life, I don't 
want to risk anyone's.” 

Val snorted. 

Daniel grabbed Alex’s hand and pulled her against his chest. 
“It’s going to be fine," he murmured, “We can do this together, Your 
plans always work. I will follow your instructions to the letter, and 
we'll make iethrough. I promise.” 

Alex squeezed her eyes tight, trying to force the tears back into 
their ducts. 

“I don't know, Daniel. What am I doing?” 

He kissed the top of her head, 

“Cut it out,” Val interrupted. “You two are making me jealous, 
and that’s never safe thing to do.” 

Alex opened her eyes and pulled away, brushing at Daniel's suit 
tomake sure she hadn't left any makeup on it. 

“see you had time to get the things I needed from the Batcave. 
This toolbox is perfect.” 

“More than perfect—check the fifth drawer down. I packed the 
rest how you asked,” Daniel told her. “Do you want to go through it 
before I pur itin the ear?” 

“That's a good ides.” 

The silver toolbox—one of the props from Kevin’s stash, she 
assumed—had wheels and a pull-up handle, like a suitcase, but 
unlike a suitcase, many locking drawers that pulled forward out of 
its face, She went swiftly through the top drawers, identifying the 
location of the different drugs by the color rings on the syringes. 
The syringes were stacked in the rubber trays she usually stored 
them in. The next drawer down had a variety of scalpels and razor 
blades. She wouldn't need so many; the point was to make the 
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raver look fall. Saline bags and tubing were next, along with nee- 
dles and catheters in different sizes. The next compartment was 
deeper. Itheld her pressurized canisters and several random chemi- 
cals from Kevin's stores. 

The second-to-last drawer was key. It held another tray of 
syringes —these empty—and seemed shallower than the last. She 
traced the edges of the bottom of the drawer—of course Kevin 
‘would have something like this, She could fit her fingernails around 
and lift up the false bottom. She peeked at what was underneath. 

“Let's hope Carston’s up for some Oscar-level acting,” she mur- 
muted to herself. 

She went through the final, deepest drawer, where Daniel had 
stowed her more ostentatious props —the blowtorch, the wire snips, 
the pliers, along with several arbitrary tools Daniel had added from 
the items available in Kevin's hoard. 

‘There was one more useful thing she needed —justa tiny config- 
uration of wires that she'd picked up the first time they'd visited the 
local Batcave, She pulled it fram her backpack now and hid it in the 
third tray of the first drawer, under a syringe. She would want easy 
aceess to that one. 

Alex straightened, “Perfect. Thank you.” 

“You,” Val said, pointing to Daniel. “Get to the rendezvous 
point. You,” she continued, moving her index finger toward Alex's 
face, “Lets fix you up and get going. The clock is ticking.” She 
motioned to a set of double doors across the room. 

“Tl be there in thirty seconds,” Alex promised. 

Val rolled her eyes. “Fine, haye your little good-bye scene.” She 
turned and walked through the doors. 

“Alex—" Daniel began. 

“Wait! 

She took his hand again and led him out the front door, pulling 
the toolbox with her free hand. He had the big first-aid bag slung 
over his shoulder. Einstein tried to follow and then whined when 
she shut the door on him 
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They walked down the quiet hall to the elevator. Alex pressed 
the button, When the doors slid apart, Daniel walked in and she 
followed, putting one foot across the breach to hold it open, She 
clropped the toolbox’s handle and reached up to hold Daniel's face 
between her hands, 

“Listen to me,” she said quietly. “In the glove compartment of 
the sedan there's a manila envelope. There are two sets of IDs— 
passports, driver’ licenses, and a bunch of cash.” 

“T don't look that much like Kevin now." 

“I know, but people age, lose hair, You can toss the glasses, 
shave, dye your hair back to brown, And if things go badly, you'll 
need to do all of that. Then get to the nearest airport. Get on any 
plane that's leaving North America, okay?” 

“Lwon' leave you behind.” 

“When I say go badly, I mean that I won't be around for you to 
wait for.” 

He stared at her with that odd new version of his troubled face. 

“Okay?” she repeated insistently. 

He hesitated, then nodded. 

“Good," she said, trying to sound like that discussion was closed. 
She wasn't feeling the conviction behind his nod, but there wasn't 
time to argue about it. 

“You stay quiet tonight.” she instructed, “Don’t speak to anyone 
unless you have to, Think like an underling, You're just there to 
drive the car and carry the bags, okay? This is ust a paycheck, None 
of whar’s happening means anything to you, No matter what you see, 
itdoesnt affect you. You have no emotional response. You gor that?" 

He nodded seriously. “Yes.” 

“Lf things get dicey, it will make sense for you to run. This isn't 
your problem.” 

“Right,” he agreed, but his answer was less decided this time, 

“Here.” She yanked the pold ring from her finger. It was the big- 
ger of the two. She removed his arms from around her and tried it 
onall his fingers. As with Kevin, it fit only on his pinkie, At least she 
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was able to get it all the way down over his knuckles. Hopefully it 
‘wouldn't look too out of character. 

“Be extremely careful with this,” she told him, “Slide this little 
hatch out of the way if you need to use it. Whatever you do, don't 
touch the barb, IFyou're notin the act of using it, keep it closed. But 
if you're trying to get out, and someon 
cdo is put that barb in contact with his skin,” 

“Lgotit” 

Alex looked into the startling blue eyes, searching for Daniel 
hchind the strangeness of his oddly simple disguise. She was out of 
instructions, and the feelings she wanted to share with him didn't 
seem to have corresponding wards, 

“I... 1 don't know howto go back to my old life” she said, trying 
to explain, “I don't know how to do that anymore, without you. 
Having you as my lieblity is the best thing that ever happened 
tome.” 

He smiled just a litte bit, though it didn't reach his eyes. “Ilove 
you, 00,” he whispered. 

She tried to smile back. 

Daniel put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her for one 
lingering second, Then he smiled at her again, unfamiliar and famil- 
iar atthe same time. She took a step away from him. 

“Ltold you Pd be there when you needed backup,” he said, 

The elevator doors closed. 


in your way, all you have to 
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here was no wig involved this time, just a quick trim that left 

her real hair looking like it had an actual style. A pixie cur; 
thar’s what people called it, she thought. The color was medium 
blond now, and itlightened up her complexion. It-was also flattering 
to her face shape the way her seal hair hadn’t been since...she 
couldn't remember the last time her hair had been attractive. 

“Seriously,” Alex said. “Did you go to cosmetology school?” 

Val applied mascara with « hand as steady as.a surgeon's. “No.1 
sever liked school that much. Italways seemed a little bit like prison 
to me—L wasn't going to sign up for extra. just liked playing with 
my appearance, having a face for every mood. I practice a lot.” 

“I think you've got a real aptitude. If being the most beautiful 
‘woman on the planet ever gets dull, you could open a salon.” 

Val flashed her brilliant teeth. "I never thought I would want an 
actual woman friend. It’s more fun than Timagined.” 

“Ditto, Just curious, and you don't have to answer, but is Val for 
Valerie?” 

“Valentine. Or Valentina, It changes, depending on mood and 
circumstance.” 

“Ab,” Alex said, “That fits better.” 

“Ie’s very me,” Val told her: “It’s not the name I was born with, of 


course.” 
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“Whose is?” Alex murmured. 

Val nodded. “Its only logical, My parents didn't even know me 
when they picked a name out. Of course it didn' fit” 

“I never really thought of it that way, but it does make sense. My 
mother picked a name fora much more... feminine kind of irl.” 

“My parents evidently assumed I would be very boring, I cleared 
that misconception up pretty quickly.” 

‘Alex chuckled once, As was so often true lately, the laugh carried 
with it the barely disguised sound of panic, It was nice to talk like 
she imagined normal people did, to try to forget that this might be 
the las friendly, mundane conversation she would ever have, but she 
couldn't keep her thoughts focused on pleasantries. 

‘Val patted her head, “It’s going to be okay” 

“You don't have to pretend to have faith in the plan, That’s only 
for us suckers who are putting ourselves into the line of fire.” 

“Irs not a bad plan,” Val assured her, “I'm just not a tisk taker. 1 
never have been.” She shrugged. “If were brave, I would do it.” 

“Tewasn’t fair forme to ask you.” 

“No, ie was. Ido... care about Kevin. Part of me just can't believe 
that what you say is happening to him is actually happening. He's 
always seemed s0 invulnerable. That's what pulls me to him, Like T 
said, I'm not brave, so I'm fascinated with people who are. The other 
part of me...” 

Val leaned back for a moment, the little brush with lip gloss on it 
trembling suddenly. Her face was still perfect, but suddenly it was 
the doll’ face again, Exquisite, but empty, 

“Val, are you okay?” 

Val blinked and her face came back to life. "Yes." 

“You'll leave here, after your part, right?” 

“Absolutely. Ihave lots of friends who can protect me: Maybe I'll 
g0 visit Zhang. I'm sure he’s still stuffy, but he has an amazing place 
in Beijing.” 

“Beijing sounds lovely.” Alex half sighed. If she lived through 
tonight, she'd do whatever she had to in order to get her hands on a 
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passport. She'd blow the rest of her savings —all of Kevin's drug 
money. To be out of the easy reach of the Am 
sounded like a practical version of heaven, 

“IE...” Though when was probably more appropriate, Alex 
thought to herself. “If you don't hear from any of us by sunrise, go 
see Zhang, If I can, I'll call you from a pay phone.” 

Val smiled a little. *You have my number.” Her lips pursed. “You 
know, there’s a guy...T might be able to get my hands on a 
service-dog vest.” 

Alex stared at her fora moment, then felt her face start to crum- 
ple. With the new plan, the suicidal plan, there was really no way for 
‘Alex to keep Einstein safe, 

“That's a brilliant idea, That makes me feel better.” Her positive 
words didn't match her expression. 

Val reached out with one bare foot and stroked it along Ein- 
stein’s back. His tail thumped once against the marble floor, but 
without much enthusiasm, 

“Okay,” Val said in a brighter voice. “You're done, I'll throw on 
my things, and we're off.” 

While Val disappeared into the closet, Alex checked out her 
face. Val had done another excellent job. Alex looked pretty, but not 
flashy. The hair was obviously hers, which was important; she would 
definitely be scrutinized tonight, and a wig would be the most obvi 
ous tell. She looked more or less credible for the role she'd chosen, 
Of course, she'd feel more comfortable with no makeup at all—in 
her experience, that was the way people in this specific role pre- 
sented themselves, without fuss oF vanity, But that was just baggage 
from her past 

She knelt down on the floor beside Einstein. He looked up at her 
\with eyes that were unmistakably pleading, She stroked his muzzle, 
then rubbed his ears. 

“Pll do everything I can,” she promised. “I won't come back 
without him. IE screw this up, Val will take care of you. It will be 
okay.” 


an government 


457 


STEPHENIE MEYER 


Einstein's eyes didn't change. They accepted no excuses or con- 
solation prizes, They just begged. 

“T'll try,” she vowed, She laid her forehead against his ear for just 
a moment, Then, with a sigh, she got to her feet. Einstein put his 
head on his paws and huffed out his own sigh. 

“Val?” Alex called. 

“Two seconds,” Val called back. Her voice sounded far away, like 
she was at the other end of a football field. This bathroom was 
nice—like the bathroom in a fancy hotel suite—but not insane like 
Val’s other place, Maybe the excess here was saved for the closet. 

She heard Val shut the closet doarand glanced up; she felta brief 
jolt of shock at the change, then nodded. 

“That looks about right,” she approved 

“Thanks,” Val replied. “Some parts of being a spy 1 could 
handle.” 

The ourfit Val was wearing was not inconspicuous. She had on a 
Jong flowy dress kind of thing that covered her from chin to wrist to 
floor, similar to « sari, but with more coverage; it had scarflike 
pieces that cascaded around her, obscuring the shape of her body, It 
Jooked like something straight off an avant-garde runway, and prob- 
ably was, It was memorable, But from behind, all you could see 
about her body was that she was all, She wore a thick, dark wig with 
corkscrew curls that jutted out wildly in every direction. It, to9, 
called attention at the same time that it obscured the shape of her 
head and covered parts oher face. With the wide-framed black sun- 
slasses she held in her hand, she would be well hidden. 

“Shall wee” Val asked. 

Alex took a deep breath and nodded. 


ALEX PARKED VAL'S tacky green Jaguar at a meter on the hill 
overlooking a large, dingy-gray concrete office block. Val had 
insisted on the green car—a gift from another admirer, naturally. It 
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wis the one, she said, that she wouldn't mis 
itin a lake. 

From this angle, Alex could see the entrance to the underground 
parking garage. Itwas kind of sad, actually, that Carston had never 
moved to a better office, Maybe he liked the depressing surtound- 
ings. Maybe it seemed appropriate to the job and he liked things to 
conform, Making things easier for Alex had probably not been on 
his agenda, but it was nice it had worked out this way. 

She and Val satin the Jag for more than an hour, Val getting out 
to feed the meter once. They didn't talk; Alex's mind was miles away, 
‘working overtime to think through the flaws in her plan and try to 
fix them insofar as that was possible. There was so much that had 
to be left up to chance; she hated chance. 

‘Alex imagined Val’s mind was in Beijing. It was a good place to 
run to. Val might even be safe there. Alex wished she and Daniel 
were getting on a plane to Beijing right now, 

Daniel probably wasn't enjoying the wait any more than she was. 
He'd be at the park now, nothing to fill his time until Alex arrived, 
no way to know what was happening, Atleast she had Val to sit with, 
even if nether of them was very good company at the moment. 

Finally there was movement below, and she sat up straighter, 
‘The white-and-red striped arm at the mouth ofthe garage was rising 
to let someone out, The last two alarms had both been delivery 
trucks, bur this time a dark sedan was pulling out of the garage. 
Alex started the engine and rolled out onto the street. Someone 
honked behind her, but she didn't spare him a glance. She didn't 
take her eyes off the car. From this distance, it appeared to match 
Carston’s black BMW, It was only just after four o'clock now, not 
quite time for government employees to be heading out. 

Here was the first big chance, Once Etin Carston-Boyd was sure 
her daughter was missing, she would have called her father in a 
panic. Right? She knew he had some kind of important government 
job, She would consider him powerful and capable. She wouldn't 
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rely on just the police with her daughter kidnapped. Should it have 
taken this long? When Alex had last been able to check, no call had 
come and Garston was still in his office. Managing Kevin's interro- 
gation, no doubt. 

She thought he would head to his daughter's side. It seemed the 
only response, But what if Carston had other options? What if he 
sent a special ops team instead? Was he that cold? Ifhe had to be... 
probably yes. 

But surely Deavers could manage the interrogation by himself 
fora few hours. Right? 

Alex's driving was much more offensive than defensive as she 
weaved her way forward, refusing to stop for even the pinkest of 
yellow lights, She knew the two best routes from Carston's office to 
the 200, where she assumed Erin's call had come from. Would the 
terrified mother leave the last place she'd seen her daughter before 
she was positive the child wasn’t hiding somewhere in the foliage? If 
the call came from a police station, of which there were several pos- 
sible options, Carston could take a number of different routes, 

So many things left to chance. 

The BMW was heading down the correct street, the one she 
would have chosen as the quickest route to the 200, He was driving 
a little erratically as well, She carefully moved up from behind two 
other cars. She didn’t want to spook him, 

It was the right car. The plates matched. Ir looked like the back 
of Carston’s mostly bald head. 

Alex watched far eyes in the rearview mirror, but he seemed to 

be focused on the road, She maneuvered into the parallel lane, 
She supposed she should feel better that this part was going 
according to plan. But it felt like someone was drilling a wide hole 
into the bottom of her stomach; she thought she might gag as she 
pulled alongside his car, Because if this part worked, that meant she 
had to go forward with the rest of the plan 

‘The light turned yellow ahead. Cars streamed through, but Car- 
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ston-was slowing. He knew he was too far back to makelit. The eae in 
front of him braked, too, Alex could have pulled up to the line in her 
Jane—the carin front of her had turned right. Instead, she stopped 
directly beside Carston, 

She waved, her face pointed straight toward his profile, The 
‘motion was deliberately large, meant to catch his peripheral vision, 

Carston glanced over automatically at the movement, his mind 
clearly far away, worry making-a crinkled mess of his forehead, It 
took him a second to realize what he was seeing, In that instant of 
shock, before he could smash down the accelerator, pull a gun, or 
ial a number, she held up the phone in her hand. She had the image 
zoomed in on the gir!’ sleeping face. 

He locked down his expression as the facts began falling into 
place. 

Quickly, she hopped out of her car and reached for the passen- 
‘ger door of his. She didn't look back to watch Val slide aver into the 
driver's seat, but she heard the door clase behind her. Alex waited 
with her fingers on the BMW's passenger-door handle until she 
heard the locks click apen, She climbed in next to him. The whole 
wordless exchange had taken less than two seconds. The cars 
behind them might be curious, but they would probably forget the 
transfer by the next light, 

“Turn lefi,” she told Carston as Val went right and headed east, 
The Jag disappeared around the commer. 

Garston was quick to recover. He put on his blinker and pulled 
across the left lane, nearly hitting the van headed through the light. 
‘Alex took his phone out of the cup holder, powered it down, and 
shoved it in her pocket. 

“What do you want?" he asked. His voice sounded calm, but she 
could hear the strain in hs lack of inflection. 

“{need your help” 

He took a moment to digest that. 

“Turn right at the next corner.” 
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He complied carefully. “Who is your partner?” 
“Someone for hire. Not your concern.” 
“Treally believed you were dead this ti 
Alex didn't respond, 

“What have you done to Livyy?” 

“Nothing permanent. Yet.” 

“She's only three.” His voice quavered uncharacteristically. 

She turned to give him an incredulous look, which was wasted, 
as he never glanced away from the road in front of them. “Really? 
You expect me to care about civilians at this point?” 

“She's done nothing to you.” 

“What did three innocent people in Texas do to you, Carston? 
Never mind,” she said when he opened his mouth to answer. “That 
was obviously thetorical.” 

“What do you want from me?” 

"Kevin Beach,” 

There was another long pause as he rearranged things in his 
mind 

“You're going to turn left ar the next block,” she instructed, 

“Hote did you...” He shook his head. “I don't have him, The 
CIA does” 

“L know who has him, And I know Deavers is following your 
direction in his interrogation,” she bluffed. “Your specialist is the 
one leading the case. I'm sure you know where they're working 
on him” 

He stared stone-faced through the windshield. 

“I don't understand whatis happening,” he muttered. 

“Let's talk about what you do understand, then,” Alex said in a 
bleak voice. “Of course you remember a little concoction Barnaby 
and I created for you called Deadline” 

His pasty skin started to mottle, blotches of puce blooming on 
his cheeks and neck. She held her phone out and his eyes flickered to 
it automatically, The photo was back to its original size now, and the 
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IV hooked into his granddaughter’s arm was conspicuously in the 
foreground, Thete was a saline bag, the nutrition bag, and asmaller, 
dark green bag attached underneath it. 

He stared at the photo for one long second, then his eyes were 
back on the road. 

“How long?” he asked through his teeth. 

“Lwas generous, Tivelve hours, One hour has passed. This oper- 
ation shouldn't take more than four, at most. Then Livyy is delivered 
safely back to her mother, no worse for weas.” 

“And I'm dead?” 

“Tl be honest, the odds aren't good that either of us makes it 
through unscathed, A lot is riding on your acting abilities, Carston, 
Lucky for you, we both know how convincing you can be.” 

“What happens if, through no fault of mine, you die?” 

“Bad luck for Livvy, And her mother, for that matter. Things 
have been set in motion. IF you care about your family, you'll do your 
very, very best to get me out alive.” 

“You could be bluffing. You were never this cold-blooded.” 

“Policies change. People change. Shall I share secret?” 

She gave him a moment to respond, but he just stared straight 
ahead with his jaw locked, 

“Kevin Beach wasn't in Texas when Deavers sent the kill squad. 
yeas.” She let those two words hang in the air for a moment before 
she went on, Carston wasn't the only one with acting abilities. “I'm 
not the person you used to know, Garston, You'd be surprised at the 
things I'm capable of now, Take the next right.” 

“[ don't know what you hope to accomplish here.” 

“Let's get down to it,” Alex said. “Where is Keyin?” 

Carston didn't hesitate, “He's ina facility west of the city, Ieused 
to bea CIA interrogation suite, but they haven't used it in years. 
Officially, i's abandoned.” 

“The address?” 

Hellsted it from memory without @ pause, 
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“What kind of security?” 

He glanced over, his eyes studying her for a second before he 
responded, “I don't have that information. But knowing Deavers it's 
more than is necessary. He'll go overboard, He's terrified of Kevin 
Beach. That's why he came up with the whole charade with the 
brother. No rise, that's what he called it.” Carston chuckled once. It 
‘was a bitter sound, in no way amused. 

“Does he know my face?” 

Carston’s eyes jerked to her in surprise. “You're going in?” 

“Will he recognize me?” she demanded, “How much of my file 
did he see? Did you show him the footage from the Metro?” 

Garston pursed his lips, “We agreed from the beginning to keep 
our, 


ituations separate, It was need-to-know: Years ago, he would 
have had access to your old recruitment file, your write-ups from a 
few interrogations. He might still have those, bur nothing more cur- 
rent, The only picture in that ald file was from your mother’s funeral 
You were very young, your hair was longer and darker..." He 
paused, seeming lost in thought. “Deavers isn'ta detail guy, I doubt 
he'd be able tolink you to the picture, You don't look that much like 
nineteen-year-old Juliana Fortis anymore.” 

She hoped he was right. “It’s more than my life on the line,” she 
reminded him, 

“Lim aware, And... that much is a bet I'd take. But T don't know 
what you think you're going to do when you get inside.” 

“We, Carston, we. And, probably, we go down in a hail of 
bullets.” 

“And Livvy pays? ‘That's not acceptable,” he growled. 

“Then give me more to work with.” 

He took a deep breath, and she glanced over at him, He looked 
exhausted. 

“How about this,” she suggested. She was going on intuition, 
She'd listened to Carston’s aggravation with that one particular hi»r 
in the phone calls, and she thought she could guess who it was. After 
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all, it was Deavers's plan that had failed so spectacularly, over and 
over. “Would it be accurate to characterize you as unhappy with 
Deavers's management of this joint operation?” 

He grunted. 

“Have you and Deavers disagreed on how to proceed?” 

“You could say that.” 

“Does he think that you trust him to handle the interrogation of 
Kevin Beach?” 

“No, at this point, I would say he does not believe that I trust 
him to zip up his own fly correctly.” 

“Tell me about your interrogation specialist.” 

Garston made a sour face. “Not mine. He's Deavers's lackey, and 
he's an imbecile. I told Deavers that someone like Beach was going 
to die before he talked to an ordinary interrogator. You can rest easy, 
if that’s your concern. They won't break him. Beach hasn't said any- 
thing about you, except that he killed you. I don't think they even 
followed up on that. To be fair, I believed it, too.” 

She was surprised, “So you never replaced me?” 

Carston shook his head, “I've tried. I wasn't lying about that in 
the beginning —you remember? ‘True talent is a limited commod- 
ity!” He quoted himself and sighed, “Deavers has had a stranglehold 
on the department for a long time now, ever since I ‘lost a dangerous 
asset! The CIA has blocked my recruitment process and shut down 
all but the lab, The things we're producing now could be created by 
any halfway decent pharmacist.” He shook his head. “They act as if 
they aren't the reason why you're dangerous in the first place.” 

“You still pretend you weren't part of that decision?” 

“If L had been, I'm being punished for it now.’ Carston stared 
morosely through the windshield, 

“Would Deavers be shocked to learn that you were developing 
talent on the side?” 

Carston was always quick. He pursed his lips and nodded as he 
talked it through, “For about half a second, then hel just be angry, 
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He’s one hundred percent on board with the current program, but 
he knows my doubts have been increasing. No, he won't be that 
surprised.” 

“You dont like how Pace gets things done? He seems like a prag- 
‘matic person, [thought you'd get along,” 

“So you did putt together. I thought you might, But I'll bet you 
never would have if Pace hadn't overreacted in the first place, Machi- 
avellianism doesn't bother me—stupidity does, Mistakes happen, 
but Pace has « penchant for compounding one error with a second 
that's worse. And then a third. He's put us all in this mess.” 

“What are you saying, Carston? That we're on the same side? 
Everybody makes mistakes, like you said, but you shouldn't rely on 
my gullibility again.” 

“don’t expect you to believe me, but itis what iis. [have noth- 
ing to gain from the current agenda, If Pace succeeds, Deavers’ star 
will rise. He'll end up director of the CIA. My life's work is already 
being dismantled. We're more on the same side than you know,” 

“TFit makes you happy to say so. It doesn’t change the plan.” 

“We go in together,” he mused. “You're my secret protégée. I 
insist that you take over for Deavers’s butcher. It ean work, up to 
that point, don't know what you think happens then.” 

She tried to hide her flinch when Carston said the word butcher 
So much depended on how much was left of Kevin, 

“Wel see,” she said, working to keep her voice smooth, 

“No, don't tell me. Thar's smart, Just as long as you have a plan.” 

She didn't answer. Her plan wasn't strong enough. 

“Just out of curiosity,” she asked, trying to distract Carston from 
her reaction, “When did Dominic Haugen dic?” 

“Two weeks after the lab in Jammu was destroyed.” 

She nodded, Then it was as she'd suspected. Barnaby had seen 
something and begun his preparations, 

“Thave an idea,” Carston volunteered. 

“This should be good.” 
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“How do you feel about faking some injuries? A sling, maybe? 
‘We had a situation in Turkey nine days ago, got some good informa- 
tion from a quick-thinking corporal. Exactly the kind of person T 
would have been interested in recruiting, but the situation went 
dark, The corporal didn't survive the hostile force's rescue attempt. 
But maybe the information was actually acquired by my secret side 
project, who di! make it outalive.” 

Shestared at him. 

He held a hand up, asifin surrender. “Okay, we don't have to do 
it my way. It was just an idea. Deavers knows the story; it would 
make my bringing you in feel anchored, less spur of the moment.” 

“L think can manage some injuries,” Alex said dryly. 


THEY'D GONE OVER the story a few times before they reached 
the rendezvous point, and he'd described the interrogation room in 
detail. It wasn't a pretty picture, and she felt their chanees for sur- 
vival getting more bleak. 

Carston pulled into the lot attached to the small municipal park 
and stopped the Bimmer next to the only other ear in the lot, as 
directed, It gave Alex a start, even though she was expecting it, to 
see the big blond man waiting on the park bench. 

This was the first test, and if Daniel didn't pass, she was pulling 
the plug. Carston had surely seen the photos of Daniel on the news, 
rng matter how separate he and Deavers had kept their operations. 
She watched Carston from the corner of her eye, assessing his reac- 
tion. His face was «blank. 

“Who's this?” he asked. 

“Your new aide” 

“Is that necessary?” 

“Cut the engine” 

Daniel got up and walked quickly toward them. Alex watched 
Carston for any change in expression as Daniel approached. 
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“Lcan't watch you every second, Carston,” she said sweetly, “Pop 
thetrunk.” 

She and Carston waited in silence as Daniel moved the gear from 
the back of the sedan into the BMW’s cargo space. When he was 
done, he stood beside Carston's door, waiting. 

“Get out,” Alex said. 

Slowly, always keeping his hands in view, Carston opened the 
door and stepped out. As Alex got out, she saw the way he was eyeing 
Daniel. She tried to appraise Daniel impartially, He was a large man 
and looked able to handle himself, even with the glasses and the 
‘extra paunch, Ir made sense under these circumstances that Carston 
‘would be cautious and probably frightened, though he hid it well. 

As instructed, Daniel said nothing. He met Alex’s eyes only 
briefly and kept his expression neutral. His jaw jutted out just a bit, 
the way it had when he'd intimidated the drunk boys in Oklahoma 
Gity, It made him look dangerous, but also slightly more like Kevin. 
Had Carston seen photos of Kevin? 

Daniel stopped beside the driver's door, his arms loose at his 
sides, ready. 

“Hands on the roof,” Alex ordered Carston. “Don't move until L 
get back” 

Carston assumed the position of a suspect braced against a 
police car, He kept his head down, but Alex could tell he was exam- 
ining what he could see of Daniel in the window's reflection. There 
‘was no sign of recognition, but Alex couldn be sure if Garston was 
hiding his response. Alex was distracted by the way the parking-lot 
lights glinted off their bald heads in the same spots, 

“This is Mr. Thomas,” she told Garston, “If you try to give me 
away, oF escape, ar hurt me, you'll be dead in approximately two and 
‘thalf seconds,” 

A bead of sweat was forming at Carston’s temple. If he was fal 
ing that, she was truly impressed. 

“I'm not going to do anything to endanger Livvy,” he snapped. 
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“Good. I'll be right back. I'm going to go give myself some 
injuries.” 

Daniel’s bright blue eyes flickered to her when she said the word 
injuries; he forced them back to Carston, 

All her things were neatly stowed in the cargo hold of the BMW. 
She unzipped the first-aid duffel bag and rummaged around quickly 
till she found what she needed, then cut off a short section of gauze 
and tape. She grabbed her handbag and turned away, leaving the 
trunk open. The public restroom was just on the other side of the 
little playground. She walked quickly to the ladies’ room and tumed 
on the lights. 

There was no counter, and nothing had been cleaned in days, 
maybe weeks, so she kept the bag on het shoulder, She used the 
itty powdered soup to scrub off Val’s lovely makeup job. It was 
better this way. The makeup was out of character, and the patch of 
fake skin would have been a red flag to anyone who looked closely. 
Her bruises and bandages would dray attention, obviously, but they 
would also make her less recognizable, People would be less likely to 
examine the face underneath. 

She was happy to see the remnants of her black eyes, the yellow 
shape of the lingering bruise on her cheek. The glue job on her jaw 
‘was too amateur, but a normal person would keep it bandaged 
regardless, 

There were no towels, just a broken air dryer. She used her 
‘T-shirt to dry her face, then taped the gauze to her jaw-and ear, tak- 
ing the extra seconds to do the job right, so it looked like a doctor 
had done it, Her black ‘T-shirt and thick leggings worked — 
comfortable clothes were part of the job, and the lab coat in the 
trunk would give her the professional appearance she wanted, 

‘As she walked back to the ear in the encroaching darkness, 
could hear Garston trying to engage Daniel, but Daniel was staring 
down at the man with his lips tightly closed, 

‘Alex retrieved the lab coat from the trunk and putit on, then ran 
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her palms down the front of it to smooth out the folds. When she 
‘was satisfied, she shut the trunk and opened the back door. 

“At ease, Lowell,” she told Garston, He straightened up warily. 
“You'll ride with me in the back. Mr. Thomas will drive.” 

“Taciturn fellow,” Carston commented as he ducked in through 
the open door, 

“He's not here to entertain you; he’s here to keep you in line.” 

Alex shut the door behind him, then walked around the car to 
climb in the other side, Carston stared at her. 

“Your face. ..that’s very realistic work, Jules, Subtle, It doesn't 
look like you're wearing any makeup at all now.” 

“Tve developed many new skills, and the name is Dr, Jordan 
Reid, Please direct Mr. Thamas to our destination, When we're five 
‘minutes out, you get your phone back.” 

Her eyes met Daniel’s in the mirror, He gave one tiny shake of 
his head. Garston hadn't said anything to make Daniel think he'd 
been recognized during the time they were alone. 

Daniel started the engine, Garston gave him the address and a 
short et of dircetions, Daniel nodded once, 

Carston turned to Alex and asked, “I assume someone is with 
Livy now?” 

“Assumptions are never a safe ber, you know that.” 

“IF do my best, Jules, if do everything I can...” Carston began 
His voice was suddenly raw, “Please. Please let Livyy go. Make the 
call, whatever you have to do, Even if...even if you're not getting 


out. I know you have every reason to hurt me, but, please, not the 
baby.” He was only whispering by the end, She rather thought he 
‘was speaking from the heart, as much as he had one. 

“can't do anything for her if 1 don't make it out. I'm sorry, Car- 
ston, I wish I could have done things differently, but I didn't have 
the time or the resources.” 

He clenched his hands in his lap and stared at them, “You better 
know what you're doing.” 
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She didn't answer. He probably could guess what that meant. 
“If we go down,” he said, his voice stronger, “at least take that 
bastard Deavers with us, Can you do that?” 
“Tl make a point of it.” 


“WE'RE FIVE MINUTES out, approximately” 

“Okay, here” 

Alex handed Carston his phone, He turned it on, then, after a 
second, selected a number from his address book. The phone rang 
twice over the car's speaker, 

“Why are you interrupting me?” a man answered. His voice was 
pitched to be quiet, almost a whisper, but Alex could hear that it was 
a deep baritone, He sounded annoyed. 

Carston was annoyed, too, “I'm assuming there's been no 
progress.” 

“I don't have time for this.” 

“None of us have time for this," Carston snapped. “Enough is 
enough. Ill be at the gate in two minutes, Make sure they/re expect- 
ing me and my assistants.” 

“What—" Deavers started, but Carston hung up. 

“Combative,” Alex commented. 

“Iv’s our normal form of interaction.” 

“hope so.” 

“Pil do my part, Jules. IF Livey werent involved, I think Iwould 
actually enjoy this, Iam so tred of that pompous fool.” 

The building they pulled up to- would have looked abandoned if 
there weren't two cars parked beside the entrance, The small lot was 
protected by steep, man-made hills that surrounded it on three 
sides, the unassuming, one-story concrete building taking up the 
fourth. The front of the building wasn't visible until you were 
already in the lot. The location was hidden in the middle of miles of 
warehouses and Soviet bloc-style office buildings, all certainly 
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owned by some arm of the government and all seemingly empty. As 
\vas the maze of roads weaving through them. She doubted anyone 
‘would wander back here by accident, and she was glad she'd had 
Carston ta guide them through the maze. She hoped Daniel had 
paid attention. She'd tried to memorize the route, but it was unlikely 
she'd be there to guide him back out. 

There were no lights in the small, shaded windows, but that was 
expected, The ground floor was nothing but camouflage. 

Carston got out and came around to hold the ear door for her, 
already acting his role. She almost smiled, remembering what it had 
been like when she had been the talent, Well, that was her part to 
play tonight. She would have to get into character. 

Daniel pulled the stce! toolbox on rollers out of the trunk and 
brought it around to her. Someone was probably already watching, 
though she couldn't see where the cameras were hidden, 

“Careful with that,” she admonished in a stern tone, taking the 
handle from him. She straightened her left cuff, and brushed an 
imaginary speck of dust off her sleeve, Daniel went to stand just 
bbchind Carston' right shoulder. She noticed the gold pinkie ring. It 
didn’t quite fit the picture, but the rest ofhim did —even in the dark 
Jot, his black suit looked just right, conservative, not expensive; 
every FBI agent in the country had something exactly ike tin his or 
her closet. No badge, but then, anyone working as-an aide to this 
department wouldn't be expected to carry identification, It wasn’t a 
badge kind of organization, 

She squared her shoulders and faced the dark building, trying to 
come to terms with the fact that she'd probably never see this ugly 
parking lot again, 
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his way, Dr, Reid,” Carston said, and he led them to a blank 

gray door, Daniel stayed close on his heels, his back to Alex. 
She walked briskly bebind them, struggling to keep up with her 
shorter legs 

Carston didn't knock on the door; he merely stood directly in 
front of it, Expectant, like he'd already rang the bel. 

The door opened a second after Carston planted himself, The 
man who answered it wore a suit not unlike Daniel’s, though this 
‘man’s was so new itstill had a sheen on it, He was shorter than Dan- 
iel and wider through the shoulders, There was an obvious bulge 
under his left arm. 

“Sir” the man said, and saluted Carston. His hair was high and 
tight, and she guessed he'd feel more at home in a uniform. But his 
appearance was still part of the camouflage. The uniforms would be 
downstairs. 

“Ineed to see Deavers immediate 

“Yes, sir; he informed us you'd be arriving. This way.” 

‘The soldier turned abruptly and paced inside. 

She followed Daniel into a drab office space: gray carpet, a few 
tight cubicles, some uncomfortable-looking chairs, The door closed 
behind her with a solid-sounding thud and an ominous click. No 
loubt someone was still watching; she couldn't afford i glance back 
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to look at the lock, She would have to hope it was meant to keep 
people out and not in, It hadn't taken the soldier long to open the 
door to them, 

‘The soldier turned sharply down a dim hallway, took them past 
several darkened rooms with open doors, then stopped at the very 
end, There was a door there labeled JANITORIAL SUPPLIES. He 
reached into his left sleeve and pulled out a spiral cord with a key. 
He unlocked the door and led the way inside. 

The room was dimly lit by an emergency exit sign over another 
door opposite the first. Mops and buckets lined the wall, presum- 
ably for show. The soldier opened the emergency door, revealing a 
featureless, metal-lined box. An elevator. She'd known to expect 
this; she hoped Daniel was controlling his expressions. 

‘They joined the soldier in the elevator. When she turned to face 
the doors, she saw thar there were only two buttons. He pressed the 
bottom one, and she felt the descent begin immediately She couldn't 
be sure, but it felt like at least three floors. Not entirely necessary, but 
definitely disconcerting. Though this building had not been used for 
the same kind of interrogations she had conducted, it would still be 
part of the routine to make the subject feel alarmed and isolated. 

Irworked; she felt an increase in both. 

‘The elevator came to an abrupt halt, and the doors opened on a 
brightly lit anteroom. It looked like an airport security post, only 
much less crowded and more colorless. There were two more men, 
these in dark blue army uniforms, and a standard metal detector with 
a short counter and even the little plastic trays for belt buckles and 
car keys. The uniforms made Alex think these must be Pace’s men. 

‘The surveillance cameras were very obvious in this room. 

Carston moved forward, impatient and sure of himself. He put 
his phone in the tray, and a handful of change. Then he stalked 
through the square frame, Daniel moved quickly behind him, put- 
ting the car keys in another tray, then retrieving Carston’s belong- 
ings and handing them back to him before reclaiming the keys for 
himself 
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Alex wheeled the stee! toalbox to the side of the detector, 

“Tm afraid you'll have to search that by hand,” she said as she 
walked through the frame: “I have a lot of metal tools. Please be 
careful, some of my things are breakable, and some are pressurized.” 

‘The two soldiers looked at each other, obviously uncertain, They 
looked at her damaged face, then at her toolbox. The taller one knelt 
down to open-the top compartment while the shorter one stared at 
her face apain, 

“Please be careful” she repeated. “Those syringes are delicate.” 

‘The short soldier watched now as the tall soldier lifted the top 
tray of syringes, only to find an identical tray below it. He carefully 
replaced it, not checking the two trays beneath. He opened the sec- 
ond compartment, then looked up quickly at his companion. Then 
at Carston, 

“Sir, we aren't supposed to let weapons past this point.” 

“Of courseTll need my sealpels,” Alex said, letting some irrita- 
tion bleed into her tone. “I'm not here to play Scrabble.” 

‘The soldiers loaked at her again, understanding beginning to 
dawn in their eyes 

Yes, she wanted to say, I’m that kind of guest 

‘They might have read the words in her expression. The tall one 
straightened up. 

“We're going to have to get authorization for this.” He turned on 
his heel and strode through the metal double doors behind them, 

Carston huffed out a big, exasperated breath and folded his arms 
across his chest, Alex schooled her expression into one of impa+ 
tience. Daniel stood very still by Carston’s right shoulder, his face 
blank, He was doing well. No one had paid him any attention at all. 
To the soldiers, he was just one of those anonymous briefcase 
holders, which was exactly what she'd hoped for. Val was right thus 
far—they would have paid much more attention to her, 

Te was only a few minutes before the doors opened again. The 
tall soldier was back with two other men, 

It was easy to tell which was Deavers. He was smaller and more 
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‘gaunt than the voice had suggested, but he moved with an obvious 
authority. He didn’t watch to see where the other men walked; he 
expected them to move around him. He wore a well-cut black suit, 
several pay grades in price and style above what Daniel and the door 
guard were wearing, His hait was steel gray, but still hick. 

From his lack of formality, Alex guessed the man behind 
Deavers was the interrogator, He was dressed in a rumpled T-shirt 
and black pants that looked like scrubs. His lank brown hair was 
greasy and disheveled; there were substantial bags under his blood- 
shot eyes. Though he'd obviously had a long day, there was fire in 
those eyes as he focused on her lab coat, then her toolbox, the scal- 
pel tay still exposed, 

“Wharis this, Carston2” he blustered. 

Neither Carston nor Deavers looked at him, Their eyes were 
focused on each other. 

“What do you think you're doing?” Deavers asked in an even 
voice. 

“Tm not going to let that hack kill the subject when I have a bet- 
ter option.” 

Deavers looked at her for the first time. She tried to project calm, 
but she felt her heart racing as he examined her, his eyes lingering 
oon the damage to her face. 

He turned back to Carston. “And where did you suddenly get 
this better option?” 

‘Atleast he hadn't recognized her immediately. And he hadn't so 
much as looked at Daniel. The two men were focused on each other 
again, antagonism running between them like an electric current. 

“Tve been developing alternatives to save the program, ‘This 
alternative has already proven herself more than capable.” 

“Proven how?” 

Carston’s chin moved up an inch. “Uhudere.” 

The current seemed to break on that word. Deavers took an 
unconscious step back and blew out an annoyed breath. He looked 
at Alex's bandaged face again, then at his adversary. 
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“Tshould have known there was more going on in Turkey. Car- 
ston, this is beyond your authority.” 

“T'm currently being underutilized, Just trying to make myself 
more valuable.” 

Deavers pursed his lips and glanced back at her again, “She's 
good?” 

“You'll see;" Carston promised. 

“But I'm at a critical point,” the interrogator protested, “You 
cant pull me off the case now.” 

Carston gave him a withering glance, “Shut up, Lindauer. You're 
‘out of your league.” 

“All right,” Deavers said sourly, “Let's see if your better option 
can get us what weneed.” 


THE ROOM WAS as Carston had described, Plain concrete walls, 
plain concrete floor, One door a large one-way mirror between this 
and the observation room, a round overhead light flush with the 
ceiling. 

At one time, there would have been a desk in this room, two 
chairs, and a very bright desk lamp, Subjects would have been ques- 
tioned, harangued, threatened, and pressured, but that would have 
been the extentofit 

Now a surgical table took the place of the desk. It was like some- 
thing from a World War I movie, one solid piece of unpadded stain- 
less steel with the kind of wheels a gurney had. There was a folding 
chair in the comer. This facility was nowhere neat as functional as 
the state-of the-art suites back at the department, but clearly, this 
interrogation was off even the most covert section's records. 

She kept her inspection clinical and prayed that Daniel would 
have the restraint necessary for this. 

Daniel had accompanied Garston and the others into the obser- 
vation room, and he was invisible to her behind the glass. Before the 
group divided, neither Deavers nor any of the others hac! looked at 
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his face. She desperately hoped he would do nothing now to change 
their indifference to suspicion. 

Kevin lay on the table under the one light, handcuffed and 
shackled in place, He was naked, his body gleaming wet with sweat 
and blood, Long burns blistered a multitude of uneven parallel lines 
down his chest. Thin slices ran up his ribs, ragged skin blanched at 
the edges — probably with acid. The soles of his feet were covered in 
blisters and bleached white as well. Lindauer had poured acid into 
those burns, Kevin was missing another toe on his left foot, the one 
next to the first stump. 

Lindauer's tools littered the floor, messy with blood and his dirty 
handprints. She knew there was a toe down there, too, but she 
couldn't find it at first glance, 

She'd expected a clean, clinical setup; that was what she was 
used to, This was savagery, Her nose wrinkled in disgust. 

Kevin was alert. He watched her as she walked in behind the 
interrogator, his face tightly controlled. 

With a precision meant to mock Lindauer’s unprofessional work 
habits, she bent to her toolbox and carefully laid out a few of her 
syringe trays. 

“What's this?” Kevin asked boarsely. She glanced up automati- 
cally to see that he was addressing the mirror, not her. “You think a 
litele gicl can break me? I thought this flunky was the low. Honestly, 
you guys never cease to disappoint.” 

Lindauer, who had insisted on being in the room, leaned furiously 
over the table. He jammed one finger into slash wound that cut 
across a burn on Kevin's chest. Kevin grunted and clenched his jaw. 

“Don't worry, Mr, Beach, The little gir is just a nice rest period 
for you, Get your strength back. I'll return later, and then we'll have 
some productive conversations.” 

“Enough, Doctor,” Alex snapped in a ringing tone. “T agreed to 
Jet you observe, but you will kindly step away from my subject now.” 

Lindauer glanced at the mirtoras if expecting backup. When he 
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got only silence in response, he frowned sullenly and went to sit in 
the lone chair. Once he was down, he seemed to collapse a little, 
whether from exhaustion or disgrace, she couldn't tell, 

Alex turned her back on Lindauer and pulled on a pair of blue 
latex gloves. The small piece of metal she'd palmed in the process 
‘was invisible beneath the right glove, 

She stepped to the edge of the table, gingerly clearing a swath in 
Lindauer's mess with one foot. 

“Hello, Mr. Beach. How are you feeling?” 

“Good to go a few more rounds, sweetheart. Looks like some- 
body already had a nice time with you, ch? Hope it was fun for him,” 

While he spit the words through his teeth, she began examining 
him, shining-a small flashlight in his eyes and then assessing 
the veins in his arms and hands. 

“A little dehydrated, I think,” she said. She looked directly at the 
mirror while she put his right hand back on the table, leaving the thin 
key under his palm. “I assumed there would bean IV in place. Could 
Taet a pole, please? I have my own saline and needles.” 

“P'll bet you know your way around a pole,” Kevin said, 

“No need to be crass, Mr. Beach. Now that I'm here, things will 
‘be much more civilized. I do apologize for the current conditions, 
‘This is all very unprofessional.” She sniffed scornfully, giving 
Lindauer her most cutting side-eye. He looked away. 

“Honey, if this is the good-cop routine, sorry, but you're not 
really my type.” 

“Lassure you, Mr, Beach, [ am not the good cap. Iam a special- 
ist, and I should warn you now, I won't play the same silly games 
thi 
clear in her inflection —“has wasted your time with. We'll get down 
to business immediately.” 

“Yeah, sugar, let's get down to business, that’s what I'm talking 
about.” Kevin tried to keep his voice loud and his tone derisive, but 
she could see the effort it was costing him. 
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‘The door opened behind her. She watched in the mirror as the 
tall soldier brought in an IV pole, So far she'd seen only four others 
besides Deavers and Lindauer, but there were probably more hid- 
den from view. 

“Just put that at the head of the table, thank-you,” she said with- 
out turning to look at him, voice dismissive. She bent to retrieve the 
syringe she wanted, 

*You gonna dance for me now?” Kevin muttered. 

She looked at Kevin coldly as she straightened, “This will be just 
«a sample of what we'll be doing tonight,” she told him as she circled 
the table. She placed the syringe by his head while she hung the 
saline bag and the tubing, The door elosed, but she didn't look away 
from Kevin, She examined his veins again, then chose his left arm. 
He didn't resist, While she carefully inserted the needle, she tried to 
spy the key she'd given him, but it was nowhere in sight. She picked 
up the largest blade she could see on the floor and laid it next to his 
right arm, "You see, I don't need such crude weapons; I have some- 
thing better, always think it's fairer to let the subject understand 
‘what he's up against before Igo full strength, Letme know what you 
think.” 

“Y'l tell you what I think, you—" Kevin launched into an ava~ 
lanche of profanity that put all his previous creative descriptions to 
shame, The man had a talent. 

“Lappreciate your bravery, really, I do,” Alex said when he was 
done, She held the point of the syringe against the IV port. “But 
please know it’s a wasted effort. Playtime is over.” 

She stabbed the needle through the plastic and depressed the 
plunger 

The response was nearly immediate. She heard his breathing 
accelerate, and then he started shricking, 

Lindauer's head snapped up. She could tell he'd never gotten a 
reaction like this from Kevin, despite his hest efforts, She heard move- 
ment behind the glass as the audience edged closer, and the faint nmur- 
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‘was gratifying, Though, honestly, it was all due to Kevin's neting, 

She knew how he would be feeling now as the strength raced 
through his veins snd all the pain vanished. She'd used more than 
double the highest dose of Survive she'd ever used on herself, taking 
into account his greater mass and need. His screams were primal, 
almost triumphant, She hoped she was the only one to notice that 
nuance and that he'd remember that the damage done to his body 
was still very real, whether he felt it any longer or not. 

She waited only five minutes— tapping her foot and watching 
him dispassionately—while he did his part, keeping his screams 
Joud and constant, She wanted him to have as much time with the 
drugs in his system as possible. When they wore off, he would be 
incapacitated. 

“There, Mr. Beach,” she said as she shot ordinary saline into the 
TV line, She gave him the cue he would need. “I think we under- 
stand each other now, so Tan let this end. Shall we talk2” 

Kevin took longer to recaver than he should have, but then, he 
didn't know her drugs, He pretended to come out of i slowly, and 
she was glad Daniel was standing close to Carston with the 
venom-coated ring ready. Only Garston would recognize the fraud. 

Kevin was still breathing heavily after a minute, and he actually 
had tears streaming down the sides of his face. It was easy for her to 
forget he was an undercover professional, because she'd never seen 
him in the field, but she should have known he would nail this 
performance. 

“Well, Mr, Beach, what now? Shall we continue to full strength, 
or would you like to talk first?” 

He turned to stare at her, his eyes wide with convincing fear. 

“Who are you?” he whispered. 

“A specialist, as [told you. [believe the gentleman" sarcastically, 
with a nod toward Lindauer—“had some questions for you?” 

“IE talk,” he said, still in a whisper, “do you go away?” 
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“Ofcourse, Mr, Beach, am merely means to an end. Once you 
have satisfied my employers, you will never have to see me again.” 

Lindauer was openly gaping now, but Alex was worried. They 
had to keep moving forward, but at the same time, would anyone 
believe Kevin could fold so easily? 

Kevin moaned and closed his eyes. “They won't believe me,” he 
said. 

She wasn't sure how, but she thought his right handeuff was:no 
longer locked to his wrist. There was just the tiniest misalignment of 
the two halves of the bracelet. She didn’t think anyone could see it 
but her. 

“Pil believe you, if you tell me the truth. Just tell me what you 
want to say.” 

“I did have help...but,.../ean't...” 

She took his hand in hers, as if she were soothing him. She felt 
the key drop into her palm, 

*You can tell me, But please don't try to buy time, [have little 
patience.” 

She patted his hand, then walked around his head to examine 
the IV ine, 

“No,” he mumbled weakly, “I won't.” 

*All right, then,” she said, “what do you want to tell me?” She 
dropped her hand onto his left, inserting the key between his 
fingers. 

“Thad help... fom a traitor on the inside.” 

“What?” Lindauer gasped out loud, 

She shot him a dirty look, then turned to the mirror 

“Your man is unable to control himself. 1 want him removed 
from this room,” she said severely. 

‘An electronic crackle sounded through the room, She glanced 
up forthe speaker but couldn’ find it. 

“Continue,” Deavers's disembodied voice commanded. “He will 
be escorted out if there is any more misconduct.” 
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She frowned at her own reflection, then turned to lean over 
Kevin. 

“Inced a name.” she insisted. 

“Carston,” he breathed, 

No! 

‘Nerves already frayed and strained, she had to fight back the 
urge to slap him. But of course Kevin had no way of knowing how 
she'd gotten here. 

She heard a commotion in the observation room and hurried on 
in a louder voice. “I find that very hard to believe, Mr. Beach, as Mr. 
Carston isthe reason I am here with you, He wouldn't send me in if 
he wanted to avoid the truth, He knows what I'm capable of.” 

Kevin shot her one disgusted look under half-lowered lids, then 
groaned again. “That's the name my contact gave me, I can only tell 
you what he told me.” 

Nice save, she thought sarcastically, 

‘The commotion hadn't ended with either her pronouncement or 
Kevin's. She could hear raised voices and some movement, Lindauer 
was distracted, too, staring at the glass. 

She tried again, pulling a new syringe and slipping a small device 
from beneath it into her pocket, “Forgive me for thinking that was 
all.abittoo easy —" 

“No, wait,” Kevin huffed, pitching his voice a litte louder: 
“Deavers sent the guy; he knows who I'm talking about.” 

Well, maybe thar would muddy the water abit, Get both names 
on the table 

Tr wasn’t stopping whatever was happening in the observation 
room, though, She had to make a move, The one good thing about 
the unanticipated situation on the other side of the glass was that 
they obviously weren't watching her very carefully. Time was up. 

“Mr. Lindauer,” she called sharply without looking in his diree- 
tion. In the mirror, she could see that he was preoccupied with the 
other room as well. His head whipped around to her, 
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“T'm worried these ankle restraints are a little too tight. I need 
his circulation performing optimally. Do you have the key?” 

Kevin could guess what this was about. His muscles tensed in 
readiness. Lindauer hurried to the foot of the table. One voice was 
raised above the others in the observation room, shouting, 

“I don't know what you're talking about,” Lindauer complained, 
his eyes on Kevin’s ankles and mangled feet. “These aren't cutting 
off his circulation. It wouldn't be safe to have them any looser. You 
don't know what kind of man you're dealing with.” 

She stepped close to him, speaking softly so that he would have to. 
Jean in toward her, Inside her pocket, she pressed her thumb against 
the tiny lash capacitor ofthe electromagnetic pulse emitter. 

“I know exactly what kind of man I'm dealing with,” she 
murmured. 

She switched on the capacitor with her left hand and stabbed the 
syringe into Lindauer's arm with her right. 

The light overhead flickered and popped; the shattered bulbs 
tinkled against the Plexiglas face of the fixture. Luckily the pulse 
didn’t blow out the Plexiglas or it would have been bad for Kevin's 
exposed skin, The room went black. 

The pulse wasn't strong enough to reach the other room, Muted 
light shone through the mirror, and she could sce dark figures mov- 
ing on the other side of the glass, but she couldn't tell who was who 
‘or what was happening. 

‘Lindauer managed only half a scream before he was convulsing 
‘on the floor. She could hear Kevin moving, too, though those sounds 
were much quieter and more purposeful than Lindauer’s 
thrashing. 

She knew precisely where her toolbox was in the dark. She 
whirled and fell to her knees next to it, yanked the second-to-last 
drawer open, emptied the tray of syringes to the floor, and felt for 
the hidden compartment beneath, 

“Ollie?” Kevin breathed, She could hear he was off the table 
now, near the IV pole. 
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She grabbed the first two guns she touched and lurched toward 
the sound of his voice. She collided with his chest, and his arms 
came up to keep her from falling backward. She shoved the guns 
against his stomach just as two shots rang out in the other room. 
There was no shatter of glass—they weren't shooting into the inter- 
rogation room. A third, and then a fourth shot. 

“Danny's in there,” she hissed as he yanked the guns out of her 
hands, 

She fell back to her knees as he spun away and slid into the tool- 
box. She grabbed the other two guns, the familiar shape of her own 
PPK and another she didn’t recognize by touch, She'd given Kevin 
her SIG Sauee by accident. 

It didn't matter. She'd accomplished the main objectives of her 
strategy: free Kevin and get a loaded gun into his hands. Now she 
-was primarily backup. She just had to hope that the star performer 
-was in good enough shape to do what she needed him to do, If that 
sadist Lindauer had injured him too greatly... well, then they were 
all dead. 

Lindauer had gotten his. He was probably still alive, but not for 
much longer. He wouldn't enjoy what was left of his life at all, 

‘A full second hadn't passed when another shot echoed deafen- 
ingly through the small concrete room, and this time there wus the 
muffled crunch of buckling safety glass. 

Cracks of yellow light spider-webbed through the window as 
four shots responded back in quick succession, The answering shots 
didn't change the splintered pattern of light; again, they weren't 
aimed into the interrogation room, They were still shooting at each 
other inside the observation room. 

She stayed low as she moved forward, guns pointed at the frac- 
tured square in case someone burst through it, But the movement 
‘came from her side; a dark shadow hurtled into the mosaic of glass 
fragments and crashed through it into the next room. 

‘The men in the observation room were only ten feet away from 
her, so much closer than the hay bales she'd practiced on that it 
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seemed too easy. She braced her hands against the steel table and 
fired toward the uniforms that filled the room, She didn't allow her- 
selfto react to the fact that she couldn't see Daniel or Garston. She'd 
told Daniel to get down when the shooting started. Hee was just fol- 
lowing directions. 

A storm of shots rang out naw, but none of them were aimed at 
her. The soldiers were firing at the bloody, naked man who had 
exploded into their midst with a volley of bullets. There were six 
uniformed men stil on their feet now, and she quickly dropped three 
before they could realize the attack was coming from two fronts. As 
they crumpled, they revealed the man in the suit they'd been protect- 
ing, His eyes were focusing toward her as she aimed, his body already 
in motion when the bullet left her gun she wasn't sure she'd done 
‘more than just wing him as he ducked down out of her range. 

She couldn't sce Kevin's position, but the other three soldiers 
\yere now on the ground, She had nothing left to aim at from this 
vantage, 

Alex darted to the edge of the open window, glass crunching 
beneath her shoes, and puther back against the wall beside it. 

“Ollie?” Kevin called, his voice strong and controlled, 

Relief flooded through her body in a hot rush at the sound of his 
voice, “Yes.” 

“Wire clear. Get in here, Danny's down” 

Tce washed down the same path the heat had just blazed, 

She dropped the guns into her pockets, wrapped her hands in 
the folds of her lab coat, and boosted herself over the jagged ledge of 
the window, The floor was a mass of bodies in dark uniforms, with 
deep red splatters marking everything light enough to show it—the 
faces, the floor, the walls, Kevin was shaking off a body he'd evi- 
dently used as a shield, There was still mavement, and more than 
one gasping murmur. So, not entirely clear, but he must feel it was 
under control, and, obviously, the need was urgent. 

Daniel was in the back right corner—she could sce the 
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‘white-blond hair ringing his pale scalp, but mast of him was obscured 
by two bodies in uniform that looked to have crumpled on top of 
him, Carston was down a few feet away, blood blossoming across his 
‘white shirt from multiple wounds, His chest was still moving, 

Ir took less than a second for her to absorb all this, already in 
motion as she assessed, heading straight for Daniel, 

“Deavers is alive,” she muttered as she passed Kevin, and in her 
peripheral vision, she saw him nod and start moving in a crouch 
toward the far left comer of the room, 

‘There was very little blood on the soldier lying across Daniel's 
chest, but his face was an unhealthy shade of purple and there were 
pink bubbles on his lips. A quick glance at the man draped over 
Daniel's legs revealed the same manifestations, Both of these men 
‘were dying from the venom on Daniel’ ring, A new froth of bloody 
bubbles foamed on the first man’s lips as she tried to pull his para- 
Iyzed body off Daniel. 

art of her was very far away from what was happening —the 
part that needed to scream and panic and hyperventiate. She let the 
ice of her fear keep her focused and clinical. Later there would be 
time for hysterics. Now she had to be a doctor on the battlefield, 
quick and certain, 

She finally rolled the man off Daniel’s chest, and suddenly there 
‘was blood everywhere, She ripped Daniel’scrimson-drenched shirt 
‘out ofthe way and found the source only too easily, All ofher training, 
all ofher time as a trauma doctor for hire, told her she was far too late, 

Itwasca perfect kill shot, right through the upper left side of his 
chest. Whoever had placed that bullet knew exactly what he was 
doing, It was one of the few shots that would fell a person instantly, 
straight through the heart, dead before he hit the ground, Dead 
probably before he could even register the pain. 

There was nothing she could have done, even if she'd never left 
his side, She'd let him come here to protect her, and that choice had 
killed him just as surely as the bullet in his heart. 
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CHAPTER 31 


{wasn't supposed to have happened like this. The guns should 

have been pointed at Alex and Kevin. In the confusion, no one 
had shot at her—not even ance; she was totally unscathed. Daniel 
‘was supposed to be in the background, invisible, There was no rea- 
son to waste such a perfect shot on an anonymous aide, That skilled 
shooter was supposed to be aiming for Ales, 

She'd known the plan was deeply flawed, but she had never 
dreamed she'd walk through the firefight untouched. Daniel was 
supposed to be the survivor. 

A line of nameless faces — gangsters she hadn't been able to 
saye—flashed through her mind, One had a name—Carlo, He'd 
dled exactly the same way. She hadn't been able to do anything, 
What had Joey G said? You win some, you lose some, But how did 
she live through this loss? 

‘The shrieking part of her was very near the surface, Only shock 
kept the paroxysm of grief at bay. The frozen pause was endless, 
crystal clear, with every detail defined. She was aware of the sound 
of a struggle somewhere very far away from her, and Kevin shouting 
in his harshest voice, “Where's your deep perimeter now, Deavers?” 
She could smell the fetid musk of her ring’s victims and the warm, 
alive scent of fresh blood. She could hear libored breathing at her 
back where Carston lay dying. 
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‘Then, suddenly, the sound of another shallow, sucking wheeze 
close beside her bowed head, 

Her eyes, which she hadn't even realized were closed, snapped 
open. She knew that sound. 

Frantically, she ripped the glove from her hand and stretched it 
tight over the hole in Daniel's chest, She watched incredulously as 
the pull of his struggling lung tried to suck air through the latex. 
She lifted the edge of the glove for the exhale, letting the air vent, 
and then strained the glove against his skin again for the inhale, 

He was breathing. 

How? The shor must have somchow missed his heart, though it 
seemed perfectly placed. She took stock quickly and realized that 
there wasn't actually as much blood as she'd first thought. Not 
‘enough to suggest a hole in his heart. And he was breathing, which 
he wouldnt have been if the bullet had gone true. 

She thrust her other hand under his shoulder, searching franti- 
cally for an exit wound, Her fingertips found the tear in his jacket, 
and she shoved them through the hole, then into the hole in his 
back, trying to seal the airflow, It didn't feel any bigger than the hole 
in his chest. The bullet had passed straight through him. 

“Kevin!” Her raw shriek held all the panic she was too numb to 
feel. “I need my toolbox. Now!” 

Movement again, but she didn’t look up to see if it was Kevin 
helping her or a victorious Deavers moving in for the kill. She found 
she didn't even care ifit was Deavers; she wasn't afraid of anything 
he could doo her. Because if Kevin was down and unable to gether 
the things she needed immediately, Daniel could die in minutes. 

She had more of what she needed in the car, but she had no idea 
how to get Daniel back to the surface. 

Armetallic crash sounded at her right elbow. 
1c bags.” she instructed frantically. “The bottom compatt- 
‘ment, on the left, and tape—should be near the top.” 

Kevin laid the things she needed on Daniel’s chest, next to her 
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hand, Quickly, on the exhale, she traded her glove for the plastic bag 
and instructed Kevin to tape it down tightly on three sides, She 
didn't have anything that would work as a valve to vent the excess 
air, so she had to leave the fourth side open. It should suck against 
thehole as he inhaled, and then let the air release as he breathed out. 

“Roll him toward me, I need to seal the exit wound.” 

Kevin carefully moved his unconscious brother onto his side. She 
hoped the position would take some of the pressure off Daniel's 
undamaged lung, She had to break contact with the wound briefly as 
Kevin moved him, and then another precious second as she used a scal- 
pel to cut his shirt and jacket out of the way. She taped a second plastic 
}bag against his skin while she analyzed the pool of blood beneath him. 
Not so much, really. The bullet had miraculously missed his heart 
entirely, and the major vessels as well, The exit wound looked clean and 
she didn't sce any bone fragments, Ifshe could just keep him breathing, 
she could get him through thenext hous. 

Kevin's voice interrupted her frantic planning. “Carston’s still 
alive. What do you want me to do with him?” 

“Can he be saved?" she asked while she checked Daniel’s airway 
and pressure. He'd lost too much blood. He was in shock, She could 
still make out a pulse at his wrist, but it was weak and fading. She 
grabbed a syringe from the top tray and injected him with ketamine 
and a separate painkiller 

“Doubt it. Too much damage. He probably only has a few min- 
tutes, Oh, um, hey. Sorry, man.” 


His voice had changed at the end. He wasn't speaking to her 
anymore, 

“Is he lucid?” she asked. She ran her hands down Daniel's arms 
and legs, searching for any other wounds, 

“Jules?” Carston rasped weakly, 

“Kevin, bring the operating table over here. We've got to get 
Daniel up to the car." She took a deep breath. “Lowell, its okay. 1 
never poisoned Livvy. Of course not. She's only sedated. She'll be 
with her mother by morning, whether I come home or not." 
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‘While she reassured Carston—her eyes never leaving Daniel — 
she heard Kevin leave and then return. There was a heavy metal 
groan as he shoved the table through the window and a moist thud 
when it hie the bodies on the floor. She bit het lip as she continued to 
‘work on Daniel, pulling the rubber pieces of his disguise out of his 
mouth so he couldn't choke on them, carefully wiping the contacts 
from his eyes. How long till Kevin collapsed? He still had a good 
fifty minutes to enjoy the drugs in his system, but thar wouldn't 
affect how much his body could actually endure, She needed to try 
to remember that he wasnt the same Kevin, the one who could do 
anything. She had to go easier on him. But how? Daniel needed 
speed, Ifshe could just get him to the car... 

*Proud of you, Jules,” Lowell Garston wheezed quietly. “You 
managed to hold on to your soul. Impressive...” The last word 
trailed off with a low, rattling exhalation. She listened for more, but 
it was silent behind her now. 

She'd outlived Carston, a feat she never would have put money 
on. Instead of feeling the triumph she'd always expected, she was 
ambivalent. Perhaps the triumph would come later, when the panic 
sripping her was gone 

“Isitsafe ro lifthim?" Kevin asked. 

*Carefully, Try to keep his chest as immobile as possible. I'l get 
his legs.” 

‘Together they hefted Daniel carefully onto the silver tabletop. 
She took his wrist again, willing his pulse to stay discernible. 

“Give me two seconds, Ollie” Kevin said as he began stripping 
the soldier who'd fallen over Daniel's legs, the one with the least 
blood on him. “How many more are upstairs?” 

She glanced at the faces on the floor. She thought she recognized 
the shorter guard from the metal detector, 

“At least one isn't here, for sure, He was at the door, It seemed 
empty up there, but I didn't see most of these guys beforehand.” 

He was already in the pants, pulling socks over his mangled feet 
and then trying the shoes. They were too small. He yanked another 
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pair off the other poisoned soldier, Those looked a litre big, but 
Kevin tied the laces tight. 

“You're going to have to cut those off,” she said. 

He burtoned the white shirt, then threw the dark navy coat over 
the top, not bothering with the tie, “Pll do what I have to do when 
wwe live through this. Lose the lab coat, i's covered in blood.” 

“Right,” she agreed, awkwardly shoving the guns into the elastic 
band at the back of her leggings. It was barely strong enough to hold 
them both in place. She shrugged out of the coat and let it drop to 
the floor, 

“Okay, lets get this table past all the bodies, then you should be 
able to handle it in the hall, Pll sweep ahead and take our anybody 
who's left.” 

In seconds she was rolling Daniel down the hall, half running 
while Kevin disappeared into the darkness, somehow ata full sprint. 
Then she was in the metal-detector room, and Kevin was waiting, 
holding the elevator for her. The room was empty; everyone must 
have rushed to the observation room when the shooting started, She 
darted into the elevator, 

Kevin reached out to hit the button as the doors shut silently 
behind her. She stared at his right hand on the button, his dominant 
hand, and a sudden burst of understanding had her coughing out 
one half-delirious laugh, 

Kevin eyed her sharply. “Keep it together, Ollie.” 

“No, no, see, it’s his heart, Kev, les on the wrong side—the right 
side, That's why the shooter missed.” She choked out another laugh. 
“He's alive because he's your opposite.” 

“Lock it up,” he ordered, 

She nodded once, taking a deep breath to steady herself, 

The elevator stopped and the door opened to the supply closet. 
‘The outer door was closed. Kevin lifted the edge of the table over 
the lip of the elevator, then went to the door. 

She expected him to ease it open, but instead he threw it wide 
with aloud bang. 
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“Help!” he yelled. “We need help down here!” 

‘Then he was racing forward silently. She could hear louder 
footsteps coming for them from the other room—fust one set, she 
‘was sure. She pushed Daniel forward as quietly as she could, 

Kevin was in place before the guard came around the corner 
‘The guard ran tight past him, gun in hand but held low by his side, 
pointed at the ground. Kevin’s gun was high, He shot the guard in 
the back of the head. The man crumpled to the floor. Kevin stepped 
forward and put one more bullet into his head to be thorough, 

‘The hallway was too narrow to maneuver the gurney around the 
body. Kevin grabbed it with both hands and lifted it over. Alex did 
what she could to help, but she knew Kevin was taking most of the 
weight, She didn’t know how he was still performing at this level, 
and she was afraid he was going to kill himself trying, 

There wasno other guard. 

“Get him to the car,” Kevin commanded. “Let me finish up 
here” 

No one tried to stop her; no one shot at her from a darkened 
window while she ran into the parking lot. The sky was completely 
black now, The single streetlight near the front door cast only a dim 
yellow circle toward the parked cars, She fumbled in Daniel’s pock- 
eis till she found Carston’s keys. She popped the trunk and ran for 
her souped-up first-aid kit. 

She knew exactly where the blowout gear was. She'd expected 
either she ot Kevin—or both —would be shot, and she'd prepared 
accordingly, She didn't need the tourniquet or the QuikClot gauze, 
but she had several HALO seals, and they would work better than 
her plastic sandwich bags. She also had a Mylar survival blanket, 
mote saline, and some strong intravenous antibiotics. Bullets were 
dirty things, and infection would be a concern ...if she could keep 
Daniel alive that long. 

She knew she couldn't. Maybe for twenty-four hours at most 
swith wharshe had here. Despair made her hands shake as she ripped 
‘open the packages. 
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‘Then Kevin was right beside her. He threw a heavy black-and silver 
square into the trunk. 

“Hard drive the cameras recorded to,” Kevin explained, “Pll get 
him into the back” 

She nodded, filling her arms with stopgap measures. 

‘When she crawled into the foot space of the backseat, she could 
sce that Kevin had done everything right, Daniel was on his left side. 
His head was propped up on the driver's headrest, which Kevin had 
ripped out of place—violently, it appeared. She checked Daniel’s 
airway again, his pulse, She could still just make it out in his carotid. 
The ketamine would keep him under for awhile. He couldn't feel 
any pain. His system would remain as unstressed as possible under 
the circumstances, 

‘The car started to move, She could feel Kevin was trying to keep 
the motion smooth for her, but it wouldn't be smooth enough. 

“Stop,” she said, “Give mea minute to get things in place.” 

He hit the brakes. “Hurry, Ollie.” 

It took only seconds to switch her makeshift seals for the real 
thing. She got the IV in quickly and then pinned the bag to the top 
of the seat back. 

“Okay.” As she spoke this time, she could barely recognize her 
own voice—she knew there wasn't anything more she could do, and 
the despair was starting to suck her down. “You can drive.” 

“Don't quit on me now, Oleander,” Kevin growled. “You're 
stronger than that, [now you can do this.” 

“But there's nothing more I can do,” she choked out. “I've done 
everything, It’s not enough.” 

“He's going to make it.” 

“He needs a level-one trauma center, Kevin. Heneeds a thoracic 
surgeon and an operating suite, I can't clean his wounds or put in a 
chest tube in the backseat of a damn Bimmer!” 

‘Kevin was silent. 

‘Tears streamed down Alex’s cheeks, but she didn't feel grief yet. 
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Just rage—at the injustice, at the limitations of their situation, at 
herself for this ultimate failure, 

“Ife dropped him off at an ER— She sobbed. 

“We'd be handing him over to the bad guys. They'll be looking 
atthe hospitals.” 

“He's going to die,” she whispered. 

“Better that than he end up in a room like the one you just 
busted me out of.” 

“Didn't we ust kill the bad guys?” 

“Pace is still in charge, Ollie till he laps the tight patch on, and 
given the current stress level, he might just start smoking again, Ifhe 
doesn' die... even without his partners, he has no shortage of mus- 
cle at his command. The hospital is out.” 

She bowed her head, defeated, 

The seconds ticked by, She marked them by the faint, steady 
pulse in Daniel’s neck, She should probably be driving. She didn't 
know how Kevin was still going, but he didn't even seem fazed by 
his ordeal, not slowed in the slightest by his myriad of wounds. He 
\was a machine. At least Daniel shared the same iron constitution, 
But finding any excuse for hope right now was kind of stupid. 
Kevin began thoughtfully, 


“Yes? 
“IFT could get you to an operating space... if I could get you the 
things you needed... Could you fill infor the thoracic surgeon?” 
Irs not my specialty, but... could probably handle the basics." 
She shook her head. “Kev, how could we get a suite up and running? 
If we were in Chicago, sure, I might know guy, but—” 
Keyin laughed once—more of a bark, really. 
“Ollie, Ive got an idea.” 


ALEX HAD NO sense of what time it was, Maybe three a.m., maybe 
four. She was ragged with exhaustion, but also wired and tery: The 
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hand that held her seventh Styrofoam cup of coffee was trembling 
so badly that the surface of the liquid looked like a miniature storm 
at sea, Well, that was okay, She didn't need steady hands anymore. 

Joey Giancardi. She never would have thought she could feel so 
‘much warmth toward her old Mafia handler, but tonight she blessed his 
name, Ifshe hadn't done what amounted to an intensive trauma course 
with the Mob, she never would have been able to pull Daniel through, 
Each thug and gangster she'd repaired had given her just that much 
‘more experience, all ofit adding up until she could play both EMT and 
surgeon tonight. Maybe she should send Joey a thank-you card. 

She ran her quivering free hand through her hair and suddenly 
found herself wishing she were a smoker, like Pace. Smokers always 
seemed so serene with a cigarette in hand, She needed something to 
bring her down, to slow her agitated heart, but the only physical 
‘comfort she could find was the cup of strong black sludge she held, 
and that wasn't exactly helping her relax, 

Dr. Volkstaff was snoring on a battered couch squeezed between 
two large storage cabinets against the back wall of his workspace, 
He'd been surprisingly eapable—despite his age and special 
‘They'd had to cobble together much of what they'd needed in his 
‘operating theater, but he was inventive and familiar with his tools, 
and she was inspired by desperation, Together, they'd made « potent 
team. They'd even done a decent job of patching together a make- 
shift Heimlich valve that appeared to be working perfectly. The gen= 
tle beeping of Daniel's heart monitor was the most soothing sound 
she'd ever heard. Nor that it could do anything about the caffeinated 
overstimulation of her nervous system. Unthinkingly, she took 
another gulp of coffee, 

Daniel’ color was good, 
Kevin's physical characteristic 


is breathing even, He did share all of 
it seemed; he was engineered to sur- 
vive. Dr. Volkstaff said he'd never seen a smoother procedure, and 
he'd dealt with plenty of lung injuries in his time, though usually 
puncture wounds. It was possible that Daniel would be walking out 
of here tomorrow, 
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She carefully set her cup on the counter and then gripped her 
shaking hands into fists as she walked slowly back to the stool by 
Daniel's bed and sat, It was actually two operating beds bungeed 
together, Nothing here had been near long enough for Daniel. 

After a second, she leaned her head against the thin, 
plastic-covered cushion and closed her eyes 

She thought about what they had accomplished tonight, what 
she had almost traded Daniel’ life for. 

Deavers and Carston were dead. There might not be another 
person alive—besides Wade Pace—who knew she existed, And his 
hours were numbered. Hopefully. 

Kevin was snoring on the floor, an old dog bed under his head 
for a pillow. She'd given him the largest dose of painkillers that was 
safe, and Volkstaff had cleaned his wounds once Daniel was in the 
cleat, Sleep was the best thing for Kevin now, 

By this time, Val should have dropped Livvy at the unpent-care 
with Alex's gram: 
matically unsound, tearstained apology note. She wondered how 
seriously the police would continue their search for the kidnapper. 
Livvy was unharmed, with no memory of her time away from Erin, 
‘The DC police would surely have litle time to track down a frenzied 
mother who'd thought the littl girl looked exactly likean older yer- 
sion of her own child, stolen two years ago by an estranged father 
‘There had to be several missing-children eases that would match the 
loose information she'd given them, It would keep the authorities 
focused in the wrong direction, Maybe they'd tie Livvy’s kidnap- 
ping to the death of her grandfather on the same day, but probably 
they wouldn't. There was an entirely separate cornucopia of motives 
tosift through for Carston's violent death It would look like nothing 
more than a horrible coincidence, 

‘The shadowy powers that be, the people who pulled the puppet 
strings, would have to cover everything up. One fact was going to 
stand out to them—the CIA's second in command and the director 
of a black ops program that wasn't supposed to exist had shot each 
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other and a handful of American soldiers. The puppet masters 
‘would probably demolish the entire complex before they'd even had 
time to make sense of the evidence there, They'd call ita horrible 
accident, a building collapse due to a structural flaw, what a shame, 

She thought of the last things Kevin had said to her before he 
crashed 

“You can do this, Ollie. I know you'll save his life. Because you 
have to, And then we'll all be safe, This isn't going to happen to 
Danny again, so you pull him chrough i?” 

‘She wondered ifhe really did have that much faith in her orf he was 
just trying to keep her from panicking, But would he have allowed him- 
self to pass into unconsciousness if he hadn't believed his own words? 

“Alex?” 

Her head whipped up so fast the wheeled stool beneath her 
rolled back a few inches, She jumped off it and leaned over Daniel, 
taking the hand that was weakly groping for hers. 

“Tm right here” She glanced at his IV, The ketamine must be 
‘out of his system now, but he had an intravenous painkiller that 
‘would keep him from feeling too much discomfort. 

“Where are we?” 

“Safe, for the moment.” 

His eyes slowly opened. It took them a moment to find her, and 
then another to focus, 

She'd known with decent certainty for atleast two or three hours 
now that he was going to open his eyes again, but the familiar 
sgtay-green nearly knocked the wind out of her anyway. She felt tears 
overflow her own eyes. 

“Are you hurt2” he asked. 

She sniffed. “Nota scratch on mi 

He smiled slightly. “Kevin?” he asked. 

“He's fine. That’ him snoring you hear—not a buzz saw.” 

The corners of his mouth turned down as his eyes slipped closed 


‘Don't worry about him. He'll be fine.” 
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“He looked. .. really bad.” 
“He's tougher than any person should be—kind of like you.” 
“Sorry.” He sighed. “I got shor.” 

“Yeah, I noticed that.” 

“Carston took the gun from the guy next to me when Deavers 
pulled a gun on him,” Daniel explained, his lids pulling back just a 
few millimeters. “He moved fast for an older guy. They were shout- 
ing at each other, but all the soldiers lined up with Deavers.” 

Alex nodded. “Those were their orders.” 

“Deavers gave the order, and one of them shot Garston and then 
me. Carston fell to his knees but started shooting. I 't have a 
gun, so I grabbed the ankles of the people near me with your ring.” 

“You did good.” 

“I wanted to get to-a gun, burt the two guys I hit fell on me. I 
couldn't lift them. My arms weren't working right” 

“The one on your chest probably saved your life, actually. He 
kepr the wound covered till I could get there” 

Daniel blinked his eyes open again, “I thought [was dead.” 

Alex had to swallow, "Honestly, so did I for a while.” 

“wanted to stay until you got there, I wanted to tell you some 
things. Iefelt horrible when knew I couldn't.” 

She stroked the side of his face, “I’s okay, You did it, You 
stayed” 

‘The comfort thing was coming to her more easily these days, 
She'd changed a lot since meeting Dani 

“Tjust wanted you to know that I don't regret any oft. Im grate- 
ful for every second ['ve had with you—even the bad ones. 1 
wouldn't have missed it, Alex, not for anything.” 

She leaned her forchead against his. “Neither would 1.” 

They didn’t move for a long moment. She listened to the sound 
of his breathing, the sound of his evenly beeping monitors, and Kev- 
in's robust snores in the background. 

“Llove you,” he murmured. 

She laughed once—a quick, jittery sound that matched the 
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tremors in her hands, “Yeah, I'vesort of figured that one out, think, 
Took me long enough, didn’ it? Anyway, though, Hove you, too.” 

“Finally speaking the same language.” 

She laughed again. 

“You're shaking,” he said. 

“Tye had so much caffeine, [need a detox.” 

Teas still middle-of-the-night quiet outside, so the sound of a 
car pulling up to the back of the building was hard to miss. Alex was 
surprised by how little her nerves reacted —there wasn’t much left 
in her, she could tell, She just felt weary as she straightened up and 
freed her hands. She pulled her PPK from the small of her back. 

“L really hope that’s Val,” she muttered. 

“Alex—’ Daniel whispered. 

“Don't move even a fraction of an inch, Daniel Beach,’ she whis- 
pered buck. “I spent too long patching you up for you to go und tear 
something now, I'm just being cautious. I'll be back in a sec.” 

She hurried to the rear door and peeked past the side of the little 
curtain, twas the car she was expecting—the ugly green Jag—Val 
in the driver's seat, She could see Einstein standing up on the pas- 
senger side, 

‘Alex knew she should feel more, knowing that all of it was over, 
that almost every loose end was wrapped up, She should be elated, 
relieved, grateful, possibly shedding tears of joy. But her body was 
completely done, Once the coffee wore off, she'd be comatose, 

“Ivs Val, like I thought,” she told Daniel quietly as she set the 
gun on the end of his improvised bed. 

“You look like you're going to pass out.” 

“Soon,” she agreed. “Not quite yet.” 

“Alex?” Val called quietly as she came through the door. 

“Yes” 

Einstein bounded into the room, head whipping back and forth 
as he searched for Kevin, He paused and made a little whimper 
‘when he found him on the floor. Einstein's head cocked to the side, 
and then he licked Kevin's face twice. Kevin's snore stuttered. 
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Alex expected Einstein would curl up with his best friend, but, 
his tail wagging vigorously, he turned and ran to her. He jumped 
both paws onto her hips so he could lick her face, She had to hold on 
to Daniel’ bed to keep from being knocked over. 

“Careful, Einstein.” 

He coughed a quiet bark, almost like an answer. Then he 
dropped back toall fours and trotted over to Kevin, nestled into his 
side, and licked his neck again and again. 

Alex was shocked when Kevin spoke. The drugs she'd given him 
should have kept him out for... well, she wasn't actually sure how 
Jong it had been. Her brain was too exhausted even for simple 
addition, 

“Hey, buddy, hey there,” he said, sounding just like he usually 
did—to0 loud. His voice seemed impossibly vigorous for the way 
his body must be feeling. “Did you miss me? Good boy. You told 
them whar happened. I knew you would doit.” 

“Kev?” Daniel asked. Alex put her hand firmly an his forehead 
when he twitched like he wanted to sit up. 

“Danny? Kevin nearly shouted. Volkstaff snorted and rolled 
onto his side. 

Kevin pulled himself up, wincing, 

“You probably shouldn't move. ..” Alex began, and then, when 
he completely ignored her, “Hey, at least keep off your feet!” 

“Tm fine.” Kevin grunted. 

“You're an idiot,” Val said harshly. “Just stay put for two 
seconds.” 

‘Val was out of the strange, avant-garde-runway sari-thing and in 
sweats and a T-shirt now. She strode out through a door marked 
LowBY. Kevin waited, puzzled, kneeling on the linoleum with one 
hand braced against the wall. She was back almost immediately, 
pushing a wheeled office chair, her expression set in angry lines. If 
‘Alex had any energy left, she would have sighed with envy, Val 
looked absolutely ridiculous for someone in a ponytail and no 
makeup who'd gotten no more sleep than the rest of them. 
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“Tim faitly sure they don't keep wheelchairs here, but this ought 
to work for nowy,” Val said. *Si 

‘Though her voice sounded deeply annoyed, she offered both 
hands to pull him up, He hissed and staggered when the soles of his 
feet touched the ground, but as soon as he was seated, he was trying 
to use them to roll himself closer to Daniel. 

“Ugh, stop it” Val complained. She guided the chair across the 
room while Kevin held his feet gingerly a few inches off the floor. 
Val stopped when Kevin was right beside Alex. Alex shufiled overa 
step to make room, 

Kevin stared at Daniel’s open eyes and good color with shock. 
Carefully, he patted Daniel’s hair, obviously afraid to touch any 
other part of him, 

“Looks like your poison woman got it done,” Kevin said in a 
gruff voice. “I'm not sure about the balding Swede thing you've got 
going on, though.” 

“Val's idea.” 

Kevin nodded absently for a moment, “You shouldn't have come 
in after me. I didn’t want you to do that.” 

You would have done it for me.” 

“That's different.” He shook his head when Daniel started to 
protest, “But you're going to be okay?” Kevin looked up at Alex for 
theanswer. 

She exhaled through her nose and nodded. “He looks like he's 
going to be totaly fine. I don't know what its with you two, Are you 
sure your mom didn’t have a one-night stand with a genetically engi- 
neered superhuman?” 

When Kevin's hand darted toward her, Alex's first instinct was 
that she'd crossed the line with the mother comment, But before she 
could brace for-a blow, he'd grabbed her roughly and yanked her 
into an awkward bear hug, She found herself half on his lap, her 
arms pinned under his, and there was nothing she could do when he 
decided to kiss her full on the lips with a wet, resounding smack, 


soz 


THE CHEMIST 


“Hey!” Daniel protested. “Get your face off my poison woman!” 

Alex wrenched her head to the side, finally feeling something 
again—nausea, “Ugh, get off me, you psychopath.” She heard Val 
laughing. 

Kevin managed to spin the chair in a complete revolution. 
“You're a genius, Ollie: can't believe you did it” 

“Go make out with Volkstaff, he did half the work.” 

He wouldn't free her: Irwas like he didn't even notice that she was 
trying —violently—to wriggle away. “What a performance! I can't 
Believe you just walked in there and busted me out! Never tell me you 
aren't black ops—honey, you're what black ops dreams about being!” 

Einstein whined and Alex felt his jaws close lightly around her 
wrist. He yanked, trying o help her escape. Kevin didn'rscem to notice. 

She knew where Kevin’s worst injuries were. She'd use that 
knowledge soon ifshe had to. “Let me go!” 

“Kevin,” Daniel said, his voice measured but icy. “Ifyou don't set 
‘Alex down right now I'm going to shoot you with her gun.” 

Finally Kevin dropped his arms, She ducked free and they both 
spun anxiously to Daniel. 

“Don't move,” they said in unison. 

‘Alex breathed again when she could see that Daniel hadn't actu- 
ally tried to reach for the gun. 

*Volkstaffe” Daniel asked. “Iknow that name... where are we?” 

“You remember Dr, Volkstaff," Kevin said, “He saved my best 
friend's life in fifth grade—after he pot caught in the bear trap. You 
cant have forgotten that.” 

Daniel blinked. “Tommy Velasquez got caught in a bear trap?” 
heasked, bewildered. 

Kevin smiled. “Tommy wasn't my best friend.” He stroked Eins 
stein’s head, and the dog rubbed his face against Kevin's leg, still 
delirious with joy. 

“Wait... VolkstafP” Daniel repeated, finally putting it together, 
“You took me to the vet?” 
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‘Alex laid a hand on his forehead. “Shh. Ie-was the right place to 
go, Volkstaffis a rock star. He saved your life.” 

“Now, now,” Volkstaff’s gravelly voice broke in. “I was merely 
the assistant, Dr, Alex. Dont be trying to give me the credit for sav: 
ing Danny.” 

Volkstaff was sitting up on the couch, patting the unruly tufts of 
white hair that were arrayed in a jagged halo around his head. tt 
made her think of Barnaby, and she realized why she'd felt so com- 
fortable working with the friendly old man who was apparently still 
quite devoted to the Beach family. 

“Ie was an honor to work beside you, Doctor.” Volkstaff continued 
as he tottered over to them. He appeared frail with age now, but he'd 
shown no feebleness during the long night. He smiled down at Daniel. 
“Good to see you awake, son.” He dropped his voice into a stage whis- 
per. “You've found a winner, kid, Don't mess things up with this one.” 

“Oh, Lknow i, si.” 

Alex frowned, She hadn't said anything about her feelings for 


Daniel, and Daniel had been unconscious. How were they always so 


obvious? 

‘Volkstaff turned. “Whata gorgeous shepherd. This can't be Ein- 
stein, can it? It’s been years.” 

“His grandson, actually,” Kevin told him, 

“Isnt that something!” He reached down to caress Einstein’ ear, 
“Such a beauty.” 

Einstein licked his hand. The dog was full of goodwill for all 
mankind tonight, 

“Now, Kevin,” Volkstaff said, straightening, “would you like to 
walk again? Because if so, you'll need to get those feet elevated, and 
all of you needs to rest. Don't you dare give me that look, young 
‘man, You can use my couch over there. Er, Miss...” Volkstaff’s eyes 
bugged a litte as he took in Val for the first time. Alex had warned 
Volkstaff that the fourth member of their party would show up later, 
but he clearly hadn't expected a Victoria's Secret model, 
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“You can call me Valentine,” Val purred. 

“Yes, thank you, well. Miss Valentine, could you push Kevin 
‘over to the sofa and help him onto it? Exactly—thank you,” 

Alex watched, feeling numb again, her head disconnected from 
‘every part of her body, while Val half'shoved Kevin from the chair to 
the couch. Her expression was irritated, her hands rough, but Alex 
saw her duck in suddenly to kiss his forehead, 

“And you, Doctor...” 

Alex turned slowly to look at Volkstaff 

“There are more couches in the waiting room, Go use one of 
them, That's an order.” 

She hesitated, swaying in place, staring at Daniel. 

*Yeesh, you two,” Val said as she stalked back across the room. 
“Sleep before you collapse, Alex. I've had a few hours. 'l keep an 
eyeon him.” 

“If anything af all changes on his monitors, the slightest 
variation —" 

“P'll drag you back in here by your much-improved hair” Val 
promised. 

Alex bent down and kissed Daniel softly. “Volkstaff and I went 
through a lot of trouble to put you back together again,” she mur- 
mured against his lips. “Don't screw up our work.” 

His lips brushed hers as he spoke, “Wouldn't dream of it. Be a 
good girl and get some sleep like my old family vet ordered you to.” 

“['l have you know I'm in the prime of my life,” Volkstaff 
objected. 

“C'mon,” Val said, suddenly right in Alex's ear. “Let's go while 
you can still walk, I'm sure I could carry you, but I don't want to.” 

Ales let Val guide her through the door and down the unlit hal: 
sway. She concentrated on moving her feet and nothing else, Her 
surroundings were just a dark blur, Val had to lower her to the 
couch, but Alex was sure she would have been just as happy on the 
floor. Unconsciousness took her while she was still falling. 
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l twas a strange morning, 

For Alex, it was also a very late morning, Ie was peaceful in 
the empty veterinary hospital, and no one disturbed her. She learned 
later that Volkstaff had called his office team, canceled all the 
appointments, and put a sign in the window that read CLOSED 
FOR FAMILY EMERGENCY 

It was an odd place to feel so safe —an unfamiliar place, a place 
where she'd prepared no traps or defenses. 

But things had changed. She'd only really thought of rescuing 
Kevin, but their actions last night had also shifted their position 
significantly 

Kevin was as energetic as ever, despite the fact that he was stuck in 
the rolling office chair again, his gauze-vrapped feet elevated on the 
‘wheeled stool. Val disappeared as soon as she saw Alex to take her turn 
con the couch. Daniel had had his eyes closed to ignore his brother but 
quickly “woke up” when he heard Alex's voice. Volkstaff was apparently 
cout getting lunch, The others had left her a bagel and cream cheese, 

As soon as Alex had finished her examination of Daniel—who 
‘was recovering more quickly than anyone who hadn't worked with 
Keyin Beach would believe—Alex grabbed her breakfast and the 
newspaper Volkstaff had brought in with the bagels. She read furi- 
ously while she chewed. They'd made the front page—though only 
the people in the room knew that. 
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“This all feels anticlimactic, Ollie” Kevin complained, using a 
broom to push his chair in circles around the room. “It would have 
been more fun to shoot him.” 

The big headline for the day was Wade Pace’s fatal aneurysm. 
The journalists had barely paused for a moment of silence before 
they were on to guessing what President Howland’s strategy would 
be for finding his new running mate, 

“Well, you did get to shoot Deavers.” 

“Lwas too stressed about Danny to really enjoy it, though,” he 
mused. 

Kevin had been terse in his explanation about how Deavers had 
gotten the upper hand, Alex could tell he was embarrassed, but she 
didn't think less of him, How could anyone have prepared for the 
extremes that Deavers’s paranoia had pushed him to? More than forty 
‘men, deployed into three perimeters, one more than a mile out from 
Deavers's position. Once Deavers hit the panic button, the perimeters 
had collapsed in. Kevin maintained that if he hadn't ignored his gut 
and brought a rocket launcher along, he would have made it out 

There was nothing else in the news, nothing about a violent 
shootout in an underground bunker on the outskirts of town. No 
word about a missing CIA deputy director: No mention of Carston, 
not even the relatively public kidnapping of his granddaughter. 
Maybe in tomorrows news. 

Kevin didnt think so. 

“Tell be a gas-line explosion or something like that. That real 
story is all going to get butied so deep, they'll name Jackie Kennedy 
as the Dallas shooter before any of it gets out.” 

‘He was probably right. 

They couldn't be 100 percent sure, of course, and they would 
continue to behave with caution, but the pressure was significantly 
decreased, Alex knew she would feel the lightness like a layer of 
helium under her skin, ifshe could ever convince herself to believe 
in their good luck. 

‘After lunch, Volkstaff removed the stitches from Alex's ear and 
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complimented Daniel’s even hand when she gave him the credit. 
‘Alex was bemused by how much the white-haired old man took in 
stride, None of them had tried to explain their unusual injuries or 
even make up a cover story, but Volkstaff asked no questions and 
showed no obvious curiosity, He didn’t comment on the fact that 
Kevin was supposed to have died in prison, though apparently — 
Daniel informed her in a whisper—Volkstaff had been at the 
funeral. He asked only about ald acquaintances from their child- 
hood and, more particularly, the animals they'd known together. 
Though Alex had just barely learned to recognize love at all, she 
thought she might be falling for Volkstaff justa litle, too, 

Still, they couldn’ live in the animal hospital forever. Volkstaft 
had other patients, After 2 few minutes of discussing aptions, Val 
surprised Alex by volunteering to house them again, back in her 
palatial penthouse, now that it was safe. For a fee, naturally, Kevin 
seemed the most shocked at her offer. 

“Don't letit goto your head,” she told him, “I want the dog. And 
Tactually like Alex and Danny. Almost as much as Ican‘tstand you.” 
Then she'd kissed him—long enough that it got uncomfortable for 
everyone. Volkstaff politely turned his back, but Alex just stared. 
She would never understand what Val saw in Kevin, 


=8000 , ,," KEVIN BEGAN 

Alex turned from her organizing; it wasn't quite packing yet. 
Kevin was lounging in the doorway of the room Alex and Daniel 
had always shared in Val’s home, his left arm braced against the top 
of the frame, For one second, Alex was irrelevantly jealous of tall 
people in general, wasn't an uncommon feeling these days, always 
surrounded by giants as she was, She put it away. 

“So what?” 

“So how did the appointment go today? What did you and Volk- 
staff conclude?” 

‘He didn’t have to ask where Daniel was now— Daniel's normal 
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shower-serenade yolume would have gotten him in trouble if the 
other tenants were any closer. The Bon Jovi phase hadn't passed yet; 
he was particularly fond of “Shot Through the Heart” at the 
moment. Alex didn’t find it so funny, but she tried not to let it iri- 
tate her. 

“The vet thinks Daniel's good to go. I concur, You Beaches area 
charmed breed.” She shook her head, stil alittle incredulous at how 
quickly and thoroughly Danicl had healed, “Also, he wants to look 
atyour feet” 

Kevin scowled) "My feet are fine.” 

“Dont shoot the messenger: Imean that literally.” 

His frown faded into his normal expression, but he continued to 
stand there in the doorway, staring at her 

*So00....2" she echoed. 

“So. ..do you have any ideas about where you're heading now?" 

Alex twitched her shoulders noncommittally, “Nothing to spe- 
cific yet” Like @ coward, she turned back to her worn duffel and 
looked over her stowed chemicals again, checking that they were all 
appropriately protected from jostling, She might have been going 
overboard with the organization, she admitted to herself. They 
probably didn't need to be alphabetized. But she'd had a lot of time 
on her hands, and other than surfing the web for possible new digs, 
she was at loose ends, Daniel had objected to being examined more 
than four times a day 

“Have you talked to Danny about it2” 

She nodded with her back still rurned to him, “He says wherever 
Tywant to go is fine by him.” 

“He's planning to tag along with you, I guess.” 

Kevin's voice was casual, but Alex knew it must be a strain to 
keep it that way. 

“I haven't discussed that part specifically with him, but, ye, it 
does seem to be the assumption.” 

He didn't say anything fora moment, and she really had nothing 
left to do with the bag, She turned slowly to face him. 
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“Yeah,” he said, “I could tell it was going to go that way." His 
expression was indifferent. Only his eyes revealed the depths of his 
burt. 

She didn't want to tell the full story, but she felt guilty holding it 
back. “Ifit makes you feel any better, he scems to be assuming you'll 
be there, too.” 

Kevin's eyebrows eased back from their normal compressed 
position, 

“Really?” 

“Yes. I don't think he’s envisioned any more splitting up at this 
point.” 

Kevin inclined his chin. “I can understand that. Kid’s been 
through alot.” 

“He's bouncing back pretty wel.” 

“True, but we wouldn't want to teaumatize him again. Don't 
‘want him to have a setback.” 

Alex knew where Kevin was going with this. She suppressed 
both a sigh and a smile, keeping her face neutral, 

“Truc,” she said in her serious-doctar tone, “It might be best to 
keep his environment as stable as possible, aside from all the 
unavoidable changes.” 

Kevin didn't suppress his sigh. He blew out a huge breath and 
‘crossed his arms aver his chest, “I'l probably be an enormous pain, 
but I guess I can stick close until he's adapted.” 

Alex couldn't resist pushing back just a tiny bit. “I'm sure he 
wouldn't want you to put yourself out, He'll survive.” 

“No, no, Lowe the kid. I'll do what T have to? 

“He'll appreciate that.” 

Kevin met her gaze for one long second, his expression candid, 
and then suddenly sheepish, The moment passed, and he grinned. 

“What's the general area you're looking at2” he asked, 

“Twas thinking maybe the Southwest or the Rocky Mountains. 
Medium-size city, settle in the suburbs, The usual.” 
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No one was looking for them, as far as they knew, but Alex was 
always‘ fan of playing it safe, justin case. She'd have to use a fake 
‘name regardless — Juliana Fortis was legally dead. 

Daniel's singing cut off, then picked up again, muffled by a 
towel, 

“[know a town that might work.” 

Alex shook her head slowly, He'd probably already rented a 
house and set up the new identities, She'd choose her own name no 
matter what he'd done, “Of course you do,” 

“How do you feel about Colorado?” 
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EPILOGUE 


dam Kopecky sat today’s files on his desk and reached for 
the phone with a smile already in place, He had the best jab 
in the world. 

Working as an assistant producer fora famous chef's reality road 
show could have meant many things, but for Adam, it meant flexible 
hours, a quiet litle office, and a near-constant stream of positivit 

He was in charge of managing the visits to the various 
mom-and-pop eateries his chef would be featuring on the show, and 
while he was sometimes jealous of Bess and Neil, who were always 
on the road trying out every hole-in-the-wall they could find, he 
believed what he was doing suited his temperament better: Plus, 
Bess and Neil had to eat alot of garbage to find the diamonds in the 
rough, and Neil had gained at least twenty-five pounds in this past 
year with the show; Adam had cobbled together a standing desk so 
that his more stationary job would not stast to affect him the same 
way, And then, out of necessity, no one knew who Bess and Neil 
\were, so no one was particularly excited to hear from them. 

‘Thursday afternoon was Adam's favorite, Today he would call 
the chosen ones. 

‘The show was heading to the Denver region in a month, and the 
lucky winners were a barbecue place in Lakewood, a bakery right in 
downtown, and then the outlier, a bar and grill that was eloser to 
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Boulder than Denver. Adam had been skeptical, but Bess insisted 
that the Hideaway would be the highlight of the episode. If possible, 
they should be there on a Friday night. The place was a local kara- 
oke hot spot. Adam hated karaoke, but Bess was insistent, 

“It's not what you're thinking, Adam,” she'd promised, “This 
place is so coal, Chef'll need a parka. Doesn't look like much from 
the outside, but the style is there. Je ne sais quot and all that. Plus the 
owners are seriously camera-ready, The cook's name is Nuthaniel 
Weeks—so fine, let me tell you. I hate to admit ro being unprofes- 
sional, but I did make a play. I got zero response. The waitress 
tipped me off that he was married. The good ones are always taken, 
right? But he's got a hot brother, apparently. Plays bouncer for the 
bar at night, I may tag along with Chef for this one.” 

She'd taken a bunch of pictures on her iPhone. As she'd men- 
tioned, the outside was forgettable. It could have been anyplace in 
the West, Saloon-ish, dark wood, rustic, Most of the other photos 
were of plates of food that seemed to have too much style for such an 
unremarkable location. A few of the pictures must have been of the 
cook she liked so much—tall, full beard, thick curly hair. Adam 
didn’t think he was especially attractive, but what did he know? 
Lumberjacks could be Bess thing. A small woman with short dark 
hair was in a lot of the backgrounds, never facing the camera... 
maybe this was the chef's wife, He had the names of all the owners 
off the alcohol license, Nathaniel Weeks was the chef, so Kenneth 
must be the bouncer brother, and Ellis the wife. 

Adam had remained hesitant, but the Hideaway had gotten 
Neil's enthusiastic thumbs-up as well. Best food he'd had in the past 
three seasons. 

There were always a couple of backups—a coffee shop in Parker 
and a breakfast-only diner in Littleton were on this list—but Adam 
very rarely had to contact the backups. The show had a track record 
of boosting business by a healthy percentage forthe first wo months 
after an episode aired, with an ongoing lift for the rest of the year. 
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There were even a bunch of groupie types who tried to follow Chef's 
journey and eat at every place he featured. Chef was always compli- 
‘mentary, and the show regularly pulled in almost a million viewers 
every Sunday night, It was the world’s best advertisement, and it was 
free, 

So Adam was prepared for the reaction at the Lakewood barbe- 
cue place, Whistle Pig. As soon as he said the name of the show, the 
‘owner was screaming. Adam thought he could even hear her feet 
pounding against the floor as she jumped up and down, It was like 
showing up at someone's door with one of those huge Publishers 
Clearing House checks. 

Once the owner had calmed down, Adam went through the 
usual spicl, getting the dare on her calendar, giving her the contact 
info she would need, prepping her for the kinds of access the show 
‘would require, et cetera, All the while, she kept thanking Adam and 
occasionally shouting the good news to someone who'd just walked 
into the room. 

‘Adam had made this same call over eight hundred times now, 
but always lefthim grinning and feeling like Good Saint Nick. 

The call with the bakery was similar, but instead of screaming, 
the head pastry chef had an infectious belly laugh that Adam 
couldn't help but laugh along with, This call took longer than the 
first, but eventually Adam was able to compose himself, even if the 
local chef never did. 

‘Adam had saved the Hideaway for last, knowing that a 
Friday-night karaoke event would be a little more complicated to 
arrange. Adam thought it might be too much of a departure for the 
show, but he supposed they could get some footage from both the 
dinner hour and the performances, then cut it together to see what 
would work. 

“This is the Hideaway,” an alto female yoice answered his call. 
“How can I help you?” 

In the background, Adam could hear the expected sounds—the 
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linking of clean dishes being put away, the chop, chop, ahop of the 
prep work, the murmur of a few conversations lowered for the sake 
ofthe phone eall, Soon they'd be plenty loud. 

“Hello,” Adam greeted her heartily, “Could I please speak to 
‘Mrs. Weeks—Mrs, Ellis Weeks —or either of the Mr: Weekses?” 

“This is Mrs. Weeks.” 

"Great. Hi, My name is Adam Kopecky, and I'm calling you on 
behalf ofthe show The Great American Food Trip” 

He waited. Sometimes it took a minute to sink in, He wondered 
if Mrs. Weeks was a screamer or a gasper: Maybe a crier. 

Yes," Mrs, Weeks responded in a cool tone. “What can I do 
for you?” 

‘Adam coughed out an awkward laugh, It happened sometimes. 
Not everyone was familiar with the show, though it really was a 
houschald name these days. 

“Well, we'rea cuisine-focused reality show that follows the food 
journeys of Chef—" 

“Yes, Lenow the program.” There was a hint of impatience in the 
voice now, “And what can I help you with?” 

‘Adam was.a bit thrown. There was the strangest sort of suspicion 
in her reaction, like she thought this was « scam, Or maybe some- 
thing worse, Adam couldn't quite put his finger on it. 

He hurried to set her straight. “I'm calling because the Hideaway 
has been chosen for our show: Our spies’—he laughed lightly — 
“came home raving about your menu and your entertainment. We 
hear you've become quite a local hot spot, We'd love to profile your 
ishment—get the word out to anyone who hasn't heard of you 
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Surely now it would click for her. As one-third owner of the 
restaurant, she had to be adding up the financial possibilities in her 
head, He waited for the first squeal. 

Nothing. 

He could still hear the clinking, the chopping, the murmuring, 
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and in the distance, a couple of dogs barking, Otherwise he would 
have thought the call had dropped, Or that she'd hung up on him. 

“Hello, Mrs. Weeks?” 

“Yes, im here.” 

“Well, then, um, congratulations, We plan to bein your area the 
first part of next month, and we can be somewhat flexible within 
that time frame to work with your schedule, I've heard that Friday 
nights area highlight, so we might want to plan for thar—” 

“Tm sorry —Mr. Kopecky, did you say it was?” 

“Yes, but call me Adam, please.” 

“I'm sorry, Adam, but while we're 
will be possible for us to participate.” 

“Oh,” Adam said, Iwas half gasp, half grunt. 

He'd had a few instances where schedules could not be made 
‘to fit, where exigent circumstances of the most weighty kind — 
‘weddings, funerals, organ transplants —had gotten in the way, but 
the dream had never died without a major effort on the part of the 
owners and major disappointment to follow. One poor woman in 
Omaha had sobbed into the receiver fora solid five minutes, 

“Thank youso much for thinking of us...” 

Asif this were no more than an invitation to a distant relative’s 
backyard birthday party, 

“Mrs, Weeks, I'm not sure you realize what this could do for 
your business. [could send you some statistics —you'd be amazed at 
what a difference in your bottom line a spot on the show would 
meai 

“Tm sure you'r right, Mr. Kopecky —” 

“What is it, Ollie?” a voice interrupted. This one was deep, and 
very loud. 

“Excuse me a moment,” Mrs, Weeks said to Adam, and then her 
voice was slightly mufiled. “I've got it,” she said to the loud voice, 
“Irs that show—the American Food Trip thing.” 

“What do they want?” 


flattered, I don’t think it 
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“To feature the Hideaway, apparently.” 

‘Adam took a slow breath, Maybe one of the other owners would 
respond appropriately. 

“Oh,” the deep voice said, and his tone reminded Adam of the 
woman's first response, Flat. 

How wats this bad news? Adam felt like he was being pranked. 
‘Was this Bess and Neil's idea of a joke? 

“Really?” someone called out from a distance—another deep 
voice, but this one more enthusiastic. “They want to put us on their 
show?” 

“Yes,” Mrs. Weeks responded. “But don't —" 

A few cheers interrupted whatever she was going to say. Adam 
didn't relax, He couldn't feel any change directly on the other end of 
the line. 

“You want me to talk to him, Ollie?” the loud voice asked, 

"No, go deal with them," Mrs. Weeks said, “Nathaniel might 
need a stiff drink. Maybe the waitstaff, too, I'll take care of this.” 

“Wilco.” 

“1 apologize for the interruption, Mr, Kopecky,” Mrs. Weeks 
said, her voice clear again. “And truly, thank you so much for the 
offer. Pm very sorry it won't work out.” 

“I don't understand.” Adam could hear the deflation in his own 
tone and was sure she could, too. “We can be flexible, like T said. 
Tve...T've never had anyone who didn't want this,” 

Now her voice was more animated—soothing, kind. “And we 
would want this, absolutely, if it was possible, You see...” A short 
pause. “There's an issue, a legal issue, that we're dealing with. A lien 
situation with my brother-in-law’s former girlfriend. Was it a busi- 
ness loan, was it a personal gift? Yada yada; you get the picture. It's 
all very delicate—sticky, you know, and no press is good press for 
now, We have to keep a low profile. [hope you can understand. We 
are very flattered.” 

He could hear the loud brother arguing with someone in the 
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background, more barking, and some quieter mumbles that sounded 
like complaints. 

‘This was more like it. A concrete reason, even if he didn't totally 
understand how a legal case would be negatively impacted by the 
restaurants involvement with the show. , unless they thought they 
‘were going to have to pay out some percentage of what the place was 
worth? 

“I'm sorry to hear that, Mrs. Weeks, Maybe sometime in the 
future? T could give you my—” 

“Absolutely, Thank you so much, I'll be in contact if we are ever 
in a position to accept.” 

The line went dead. She hadn't even let him give her his phone 
umber. 

‘Adam stared at the papers in front of him for a few seconds, try- 
ing to shake off what felt very much like being shut down after ask- 
ing a charity date to the prom. 

‘A few minutes passed while he stared at the phone. Finally, he 
shook his head and reached for the file with the backups, The coffee 
shop in Parker would be only too grateful to be chosen, Adam 
needed a few good screams. 
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